
   [image: Cover: Eurovision!: A History of Modern Europe Through the World's Greatest Song Contest by Chris West]


   
      
         i

         
            Praise for Eurovision!

            “Eurovision! will provide you with a succinct, entertaining overview of European life over the past sixty years.”

            Times Literary Supplement

            “Amid all the engaging pop trivia, West works hard to make his political points … the show’s evolution from a staid parade of baritones in bow ties to outlandish pop bands mirrors the breakdown of deference and conformity in European society.”

            Guardian

            “West argues that while the contest has evolved to show tolerance, the EU has proved less flexible … this is a book for ardent Eurovision fans who will lap up the Eurotrivia.”

            Daily Express

            “I’ve always thought Eurovision was just a joke, but Chris West shows how it has always been a mirror of cultural and political change. He also thinks that as the most popular European institution, it can give lessons in transparency and accessibility to the leaders of the EU. But he does give us some laughs too.”

            Robert Tombs, Professor of Modern History, University of Cambridge

            “For Europhiles, Europhobes and the Euro-cautious alike: witty, informed and insightful.”

            Alison Light, author of Common People and Senior Associate at Pembroke College, Oxford

            “Surprisingly erudite on Europe, its failings and its triumphs, it’s a timely, readable and fun book!”

            Tim Judah, author of In Wartime: Stories from Ukraine ii

            “A highly entertaining history of modern Europe through the prism of Eurovision. This book shows that the contest has an essential role to play in international diplomacy.”

            Nicola Clase, presenter of ‘The Swedish Ambassador’s Guide to Eurovision’ (BBC Radio)

            “I curse Chris West for making Eurovision so entertaining I shall have to go back to watching it. He interweaves the often comic stories of the contest with the sometimes tragic recent history of our continent. All of human genius, and our capacity for screwing up, are here, told with wit, wisdom and humanity.”

            Sir Stephen Wall, British Permanent Representative to the EU 1995–2000

            “A fascinating and accessible journey through post-war European politics. I’ve got several people already clamouring to borrow my copy after my enthusiastic ‘Did you know...?’ sharing moments as I was reading it.”

            Debbie Young, author of Quick Change

            “Reveals little known parallels between the European Union and the Eurovision Song Contest. An essential read for followers of politics and popular music alike.”

            Gordon Lewis, Editor-in-Chief, Vision (the UK’s Eurovision Magazine)
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            Introduction

         

         Every May, 180 million people turn on their TVs or log on to the internet, not just to watch but to be part of the Eurovision Song Contest, an extravaganza of song, dance, stagecraft and politics.

         Politics?

         The European Broadcasting Union (EBU), who run the contest, insist it is non-political. They ban songs like Georgia’s 2009 ‘We Don’t Wanna Put In’ (‘put in’ was sung ‘poot-in’ to make sure everyone got the point) to enforce this.

         They are, I feel, right to do so: the pretence must be kept up. But the Eurovision Song Contest is political to its thigh-high, spangly boots. It is now and, as I plan to show in this book, it always has been.

         There’s politics in the songs. Not allowed through the front door, it sneaks in through the back. The winner of the 2016 contest, ‘1944’, was a passionate denunciation of Stalin’s deportation of the Crimean Tatars – and by extension, an equally passionate denunciation of Russia’s annexation of the peninsula in 2014. In other years, we’ve had anti-colonialism, radical Socialism, Thatcherism, a marching song from Ukraine’s Euromaidan movement … In the 1970s, a Eurovision* song even started a revolution.

         There’s politics in the voting, with blocs of nations supporting each other’s songs. It drove Sir Terry Wogan to distraction, but most Eurovision fans love that moment when the Cypriot announcer says with a straight face, ‘And our twelve points go to … Greece!’ It’s all part of the ritual. It also tells us something important about Europe.

         2Behind this is the politics of belonging, not just to your bloc but to Europe as well. Eurovision asks, and always has asked, what it means to be ‘European’. Estonia had no doubt in 2001, when it won the contest: it meant liberty. ‘We freed ourselves from the Soviet empire through song,’ said prime minister Mart Laar. ‘Now we will sing our way into Europe!’ Over two decades on, ever more doubts are being expressed about our shared European identity. What will we find Eurovision telling us about that?

         There’s even politics in the sets. In 1969, General Franco smuggled a Fascist emblem onto the stage. Moscow’s lavish staging in 2009 and Azerbaijan’s amazing Crystal Hall, purpose-built for the 2012 contest, were powerful political statements.

         As well as providing insight into big national and international politics, the contest has also been a mirror for the subtler politics of gender, race and sexual orientation.

         The contest has always reflected the changing role of Europe’s women. As good a measure of this as any is the simple volume of female voices, from Corry Brokken quietly wishing her 1957 husband would put down his newspaper, to Céline Dion belting out ‘Ne Partez Pas Sans Moi’ in 1988.

         The contest had to wait till 1964 for its first non-white entrant, the Netherlands’ Anneke Grönloh, and till 2001 for the first black winner, Dave Benton. What does that tell us about Europe?

         Eurovision is particularly loved in the gay community. Conchita Wurst’s 2014 victory was applauded around most of Europe, not just as a good song well sung, but as a triumph for openness and personal authenticity. The contest’s first openly gay contestants only appeared in the late 90s – but go back to 1961, whose winner is often read as a song about a kind of love still forbidden at the time in many European countries. The contest means liberty here, too.

         Eurovision’s very conception was political. It was the brainchild of Marcel Bezençon, a Swiss broadcaster who was a close friend of Jean 3Monnet, the man widely regarded as the founder of modern Europe. Like many of their generation, Bezençon and Monnet were haunted by the destruction of the Second World War, and were determined that Europeans should never fall on each other’s throats with such viciousness again. They saw our mutual salvation in a United States of Europe – and a shared song contest as part of how we would get there.

         Were they right? Eurovision might just have the answer.

         The contest shows us other things, too. The more you watch it, the more you see it reflecting wider aspects of the continent’s history, beyond politics. Morality, technology, fashion, economics, philosophy, faith – all these things have changed unimaginably in Europe in the last six and a half decades, and they are all on display here.

         Join me on an amazing journey through the history of a continent, told through the world’s greatest song contest. 4

         
            * Yes, I know ‘Eurovision’ is technically not the correct name for the song contest. Eurovision is the TV arm of the EBU, who produce both the contest and a number of other programmes. But 180 million viewers call the show ‘Eurovision’. Who am I to argue with them?
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7
            1955

         

         Watch those recordings of early Eurovision Song Contests – they’re almost all on YouTube – and you are back in a black-and-white world.

         If you were watching at the time, your black-and-white TV would probably have had a screen not massively bigger than a modern tablet. You would have needed to turn it on a few minutes before, to let it warm up (at the end of this process, a little dot would appear in the middle of the screen, then expand to fill it with the new magic of broadcast images). You would have been lucky to have a TV at all. They cost more than a month’s average wage. Despite this, your state-of-the-art consumer goodie might still lurk in a dark wooden exterior. Apart from a few spindly-legged modernist sets, televisions were expected to merge decorously with the other furniture in the living room.

         That world was black and white in a subtler sense, too. Distinctions were clear: good guys and bad guys, men and women, adults and children, class, nationality. Not everyone accepted these, of course, but most people did.

         In urban Europe, much work was repetitive – grey, perhaps, rather than black and white. It was like this in the home for most married women (or maybe via dull jobs in typing pools or shops) and on the factory floor or in stiff, hierarchical offices for men. In the country, there was the hard toil of tending the small family farm. People often worked Saturday mornings. For many, Sunday in Western Europe meant putting on formal clothes for church (attendance, which had been falling in the inter-war years, rose in the decade after 1945).

         Duty mattered. Personal authenticity, truth to oneself, did not – though integrity was valued: honesty, reliability, truthfulness to a role. Many young European men were expected to learn this via National Service in their country’s armed forces – despite the role of 8nationalism in the 1939–45 cataclysm, most people at that time were strongly patriotic.

         Only the more raffish of Europe’s youngsters would have sex before marrying. In many countries, they would have had little preparation: much sex education at the time was purely anatomical, often as much about flowers and rabbits as the slightly embarrassing fact that humans did this stuff too. If the woman got pregnant, she would face stigma and pressure to give up her child for adoption. The man could often just walk away. Or there might be a quick marriage, to ensure things stayed respectable. If, instead, the lovemaking had been with someone of the same sex, the participants would have been breaking the law in most European countries.

         Some consumer goods were beginning to add colour to life in Western Europe. But in 1955 few families had fridges, washing machines, cars or TVs. Few enjoyed foreign holidays, or had any experience of a country other than their own, except for men who had seen ‘abroad’ as a battlefield. In the East, behind a vast barbed wire fence that split the continent in two, such luxuries were even rarer, despite the propaganda about happy workers and ever-booming production.

         At its heart Europe, East and West, was still struggling with the legacy of war. Its cities were pockmarked with boarded-off bombsites. In its homes, photographs stood on mantelpieces showing sons, husbands, brothers, uncles or fathers who would never return from battlefields – or whole families who would never return from death camps. Men woke from troubled dreams of what they had seen or done. Europe’s thinkers were wrestling with quite how this could have happened and what could be done to ensure it never happened again.

         One answer was that of Marcel Bezençon and Jean Monnet: a united Europe.

         It was not new. The vision – a Euro-vision, one could say – can be dated back to the Holy Roman Empire of Charlemagne. At the start of the seventeenth century, the Grand Design of France’s King Henry 9of Navarre and his minister Sully had envisaged a ‘High Christian Republic’ encompassing all Catholic and Protestant Europe. With its six regional councils and one overarching one, this was a sophisticated intergovernmental system based on culturally linked sub-units which the modern EU could do well to revisit. Henry was assassinated before he could turn this vision into reality.

         In the nineteenth century, Victor Hugo, author of Les Misérables, argued passionately for a united Europe. At the Paris Peace Conference of August 1849, he spoke of the day when ‘bullets and bombs will be replaced by votes, [and by] … the venerable arbitration of a great sovereign senate, which will be to Europe what parliament is to England’.

         After the First World War, the Pan-European Union was founded by Count Richard Nikolaus von Coudenhove-Kalergi, to promote a single European state based on liberalism, Christianity and social responsibility. Eminent individuals such as Albert Einstein, Fridtjof Nansen and Sigmund Freud became members.

         In September 1946, Winston Churchill made a speech in Zurich, where he advocated a ‘sort of United States of Europe’. At the heart of his Euro-vision lay a co-operating France and Germany, but not Britain. In his model there would be four great powers: the United States of America, the Soviet Union, the British Commonwealth and Europe.

         By 1949, full-on Euro-visions had become complicated by the lowering of the ‘Iron Curtain’, but the idea of a united Western Europe (maybe, just maybe, joined by the East at some time in the remote future) lived on. That year, the former French prime minister Robert Schuman spoke of a community of nations that would comprise those that possessed ‘the European spirit’. He defined this as a consciousness of ‘belonging to a cultural family and having a willingness to serve that [family] in the spirit of total mutuality, without any hidden motives of hegemony or the selfish exploitation of others’.

         By 1949, there was action, too. The Council of Europe (a human rights organization, nothing to do with the modern EU) and NATO 10were set up in that year. The EBU first met in 1950, at a hotel in Torquay. Two years later, 1952 saw the formation of the European Coal and Steel Community (ECSC): six nations – Germany, France, Italy, the Netherlands, Belgium and Luxembourg – agreed to hand over national control of these sectors, both key to waging war, to a transnational ‘High Authority’. The authority’s first president was Jean Monnet.

         Such was the Europe in which the Eurovision Song Contest was conceived. The actual date was 20 January 1955, when Marcel Bezençon suggested the idea to an EBU meeting in Monaco. Later that year, the EBU formally decided to go ahead with it the following May. The show would be called Le Grand-Prix Eurovision de la Chanson Européenne. It would be held in Lugano, Switzerland. If it was a success, they might even consider having another one.

         What sort of music would it feature?

         In 1955, there was a wide gulf between Europe’s ‘serious’ music, essentially the western classical tradition, and its popular music, which was all part of that post-war rush to untroubling conformity: the world of German schlager, Italian musico leggera, Dutch levenslied or Britain’s BBC Light Programme, of artistes like Freddy Quinn, Johnny Jordaan or Alma Cogan. In between these two sat jazz and a number of local musical traditions, such as the francophone chanson, where singers like Georges Brassens and Édith Piaf took on darker subjects: failed love, social alienation, existential disillusion.

         However, a new music was beginning to make itself heard with ever-increasing insistency from across the Atlantic, on records imported to port cities like Liverpool, or broadcast by American Forces Radio or the freewheeling private Radio Luxembourg.

         There was nothing in the EBU brief for the new contest to exclude rhythm and blues or rock ’n’ roll, but somehow this music found itself off limits. Why? It could have been that it was deemed not European enough, but my own suspicion is that it was simply about numbers. The Grand-Prix was aimed at a middle-class family 11audience because the EBU thought that would attract the most viewers. Given the profile of TV ownership at the time, they were probably right. Oma, Mama, Papa and the younger kids would all watch it; if their stroppy seventeen-year-old wanted to sneak up to their room and listen to Alan Freed on their new transistor radio, well, let them. They’d soon grow out of it.

         The contest has never quite got away from this early bias. That’s part of its quirky charm. But it is also what makes it such a good mirror of its times – by not seeking always to present ‘cutting edge’ developments in music (often a minority interest), it allows itself to reflect wider social trends instead. 12
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            1956

         

         
            Date: 24 May

            Venue: Teatro Kursaal, Lugano, Switzerland

            Debuts: Belgium, France, West Germany, Italy, Luxembourg, Netherlands, Switzerland

            Winner: Lys Assia, Switzerland

            Winning Song: ‘Refrain’

         

         There are no video recordings of the first Eurovision Song Contest, except for the winner’s reprise. I find this oddly apt.

         1956 was a watershed year in the history of modern Europe. It was the year of the Suez crisis, when Europe’s two biggest colonial powers, Britain and France, suddenly found out how little clout they had in the post-war global order. Their attempt to forcibly recapture the Suez Canal, newly nationalized by Egypt’s President Gamal Abdel Nasser, was halted in its tracks by condemnation from the new ‘Third World’, from Russia, and above all from the United States, which threatened to bankrupt Britain if it continued the adventure. So much for Churchill’s 1946 vision of ‘four great powers’. It was also the year that Russian tanks steamrollered into Hungary, killing over two thousand people and, with them, any hopes that with the death of Stalin the Iron Curtain would quietly rust away.

         But both these events happened in the autumn of ’56. The first, lost Eurovision had been held in the spring of that year. It comes to us from a simpler, vanished world.

         We have no film of it, but we do have sound. The first ever Eurovision song was the feather-light ‘De Vogels Van Holland’ (the Birds Of Holland). ‘Toodle-oodle-oo’ go Holland’s birds – more musically than any other nation’s, of course. Nothing is quite as it seems in 14Eurovision, however. The singer, Jetty Paerl, came from a Jewish family that had had to flee Holland in 1940. Paerl’s friends and more distant relatives had not been so fortunate: the Netherlands’ Jewish population had been 140,000 in 1939; by 1947 it was just 14,000. Most of those missing 126,000 had perished in Auschwitz or Sobibor, just over ten years before the Lugano contest. (It’s worth remembering that the Holocaust was much closer in time to 24 May 1956 than 9/11 is to us today.)

         The songs that followed (two from each nation, the only time such a format has been used in the contest) were either chansons – Belgium’s Fud Leclerc felt like joining ‘Messieurs Les Noyés Dans La Seine’ (Gentlemen Drowned In The Seine) – or further light entertainment. Germany’s nautical Freddy Quinn added a little swing. After they’d been sung, it was time to decide the winner. Eurovision wouldn’t be Eurovision without controversial judging. There were more Swiss judges than those of any other nation, because Luxembourg had balked at the cost of sending judges to Lugano and, with touching faith in pan-Europeanism, had asked two Swiss to stand in for them.

         Guess which nation won (reputedly by one vote).

         ‘Refrain’ was a pleasant, reflective ballad about lost love. No other places were announced, though it is rumoured that two chansons came second and third: second, the other German entry, ‘Im Wartesaal Des Grossen Gluck’ (In The Waiting Room For Good Luck) (it’s a chanson: we’ve got a long wait), and third Fud Leclerc.

         Half the fourteen songs sung at Lugano in 1956 were in French. Watching Eurovision now, we are used to songs in English (except from France) and results announced in English (except by France), but in 1956 French dominated.

         Nobody was surprised. In 1956 it was France and Frenchmen like Robert Schuman and Jean Monnet (and French-speakers like Marcel Bezençon) who were driving European integration. French was the 15language of the new European institutions, including the original EBU brief for the Grand-Prix Eurovision de la Chanson Européenne.

         More significant still is the list of Lugano participants. Apart from the Swiss hosts, the competitors are the six members of the 1952 European Coal and Steel Community. ECSC outsiders Britain, Austria and Denmark had applied to participate, but for various reasons did not end up on the Kursaal stage. (Britain had an entrant ready, zither-playing Australian singer Shirley Abicair, with a song called ‘Little Ship’, but she never made it to Lugano. It is not clear why, though it might have been because Britain suddenly decided it didn’t want to be represented by a non-Brit. Australia in Eurovision? What an extraordinary idea!)

         Six and a half decades later, these six countries remain the ones where the European flame burns most brightly.

         Looking back not decades but centuries, the list of Lugano competitors also maps with spooky neatness onto the Holy Roman Empire at its height, when Charlemagne was crowned its emperor on Christmas Day in 800 ad. Add Austria and Bohemia (the western half of the modern Czech Republic) and remove Southern Italy, and the Lugano list is ‘Europe’ as conceived 1,156 years earlier. Charlemagne’s empire lasted, in name anyway, until 1806, though it kept changing shape over that time (it lost large chunks of what is now France pretty quickly and ended up as a kind of proto-Germany). But if the great emperor’s ghost had been watching the contest on 24 May 1956, he would have felt totally at home with its geographical extent. This, he would have thought, is civilization.

         Almost exactly a month after the contest, on 26 June, representatives of ‘Lugano Europe’ met in Brussels to discuss a report from former Belgian prime minister Paul-Henri Spaak, which proposed they form a Customs Union, a free trade area with common external tariffs (for a more detailed explanation of these terms, see Appendix A). This is arguably the moment that the European 16Economic Community (EEC), which later became the European Union (EU), was conceived. The EU and the Eurovision Song Contest may not quite be twins, but they are born from the same stock and have a very narrow age difference.
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            1957

         

         
            Date: 3 March

            Venue: Hessische Rundfunk, Frankfurt, West Germany

            Debuts: Austria, Denmark, UK

            Winner: Corry Brokken, Netherlands

            Winning Song: ‘Net Als Toen’ (Just Like Then)

         

         As Charlemagne’s former empire planned its new, members-only future, Eurovision opened itself to newcomers. The three applicants who missed out on Lugano got to participate this time. The 1957 contest featured ten songs in six different languages (seven if you count Flemish). The presenter, Anaid Iplicjian, had been born in Armenia. Eurovision was reaching out to a wider Europe.

         The show loosened up, too. It was more fun. Singers entered down a flight of stairs. Props were used. Germany’s Margot Hielscher sang into a chunky Bakelite telephone (revealing her song character to be one of her country’s better-off citizens: only 7.6 per cent of West Germans owned telephones at that time). Italy and the Netherlands had musicians accompany the singers on stage. Dutch violinist Sem Nijveen played a particularly attractive, jazzy solo, which helped the song romp to victory (‘Net Als Toen’ got nearly half as many votes again as France’s ‘La Belle Amour’, which came second). Nijveen was another Dutch survivor of the horrors of 1939–45; born Samuel Moses, he had spent much of the Nazi occupation of the Netherlands in hiding.

         The theatrical performance of the evening came from Denmark’s Birthe Wilke and Gustav Winckler: dressed for the part, they sang their song, ‘Skibet Skal Sejle I Nat’ (The Ship Must Sail Tonight), about a naval officer – not an ordinary seaman – about to leave his 18new love, then concluded with a kiss that was both long (thirteen seconds) and passionate.

         Perhaps theatrical isn’t the right word. Their kiss was cinematic – Hollywood cinematic: think Ingrid Bergman and Cary Grant in Alfred Hitchcock’s Notorious. In 1957 Western Europeans were getting much of their cultural input from across the Atlantic. The great musicals of Rodgers and Hammerstein – Carousel, The King and I, Oklahoma – had made it onto the silver screen in the mid-fifties (South Pacific would follow in 1958). In 1957, two lads called John Lennon and Paul McCartney met at a fete in a Liverpool suburb, and found they shared a passion for music – not chansons, levenslied or schlagers but American rhythm and blues.

         In political Europe, the time between the first and second Eurovision contests had been filled with diplomatic activity. ‘Lugano Europe’ had accepted Spaak’s report, and then had to thrash out the details of exactly what form the new supra-national entity would take. This was not easy, as members differed both in overall vision and specific national interests. In essence, the Netherlands and Germany wanted a more market-focused system, while France and Italy sought more social protection and regional aid. Luxembourg and Belgium stood in the middle, pressing for compromise to ensure a successful outcome.

         At one point, the Dutch were on the point of quitting. Their cars, outside the Castle of Val Duchesse where the negotiations were taking place, had their engines running (cars needed to warm up before you drove them in 1957). But they stayed. After six months of wrangling, agreement was reached. Three weeks after the 1957 song contest, the Treaty of Rome was signed.

         The treaty created the European Economic Community. This involved Spaak’s planned Customs Union, but signatories agreed to take their unity further and pursue common policies in transport and agriculture. Perhaps most significant of all, the document began with the assertion that the leaders of The Six were ‘DETERMINED 19to lay the foundations of an ever-closer union among the peoples of Europe’ – surely a deliberate echo of the Constitution of the USA, with its desire ‘to form a more perfect Union’.

         On 1 January 1958, the EEC became a reality. Various bodies came into being along with it. These are in essence still the main bodies of Europe-level government today.

         At the heart of the new community was its Commission, a kind of civil service with former politicians from community members in charge: an overall president, Germany’s Walter Hallstein, plus three vice-presidents and five other commissioners with specific responsibilities such as transport, competition, social affairs and agriculture.

         I say ‘kind of ’ civil service, as its power was greater than that, with a unique role in the creation of Europe-level law as well as its implementation. Hallstein was much more visible and influential than any civil servant, so much so that he annoyed national leaders, who thought he was setting himself up as their equal. They were right: Hallstein was a passionate federalist* who saw his job as laying the foundations for a European political state. In such a state, the Commission president would be the equal of any national leader, and maybe their superior.

         However, the Commission was not the omnipotent behemoth portrayed by Eurosceptics. Its power was to be balanced by two other institutions, both consisting of politicians elected by their national electorates. First of these was the Council of Ministers, consisting of ministers from member states. The second was the European Parliamentary Assembly, forerunner of the modern European Parliament (the name changed in 1962). This was a gathering of MPs from member states’ legislative assemblies: members were not directly elected to the Parliament until 1979.

         20The European Court of Justice had the job of ensuring that the rulings of these new entities were put into practice in member nations.

         Since 1958, the main addition to these four has been the European Council, where heads of state meet and set Europe’s overall political direction and agenda. This was formed in 1974, with the sound of Abba echoing in Europe’s ears.

         In 2022, there are seven formal ‘institutions of the European Union’. These are the five above, plus the Court of Auditors, founded in 1977, which has the unenviable job of monitoring EU expenditure, and the European Central Bank (ECB), founded in 1998 to oversee the new economy created by the introduction of the euro.

         European political bodies were proliferating. Luckily, there was still only one Eurovision Song Contest, pure (apart, perhaps, from Birthe and Gustav) and simple.

         
            * For an explanation of this term, and others denoting an individual’s opinion of political Europe, see Appendix B.
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            1958

         

         
            Date: 12 March

            Venue: Netherlands TV Service Studio, Hilversum

            Debut: Sweden

            Winner: André Claveau, France

            Winning Song: ‘Dors, Mon Amour’ (Sleep, My Love)

         

         The 1958 contest was opened by Italian cantautore (singer/songwriter) Domenico Modugno. After a slow, rather operatic intro to his song, which had the unmemorable title of ‘Nel Blu Dipinto Di Blu’ (In The Blue Painted In Blue), he suddenly flung out his huge goalkeeper-like hands and launched into its refrain. Eurovision had taken wings.

         The song, retitled ‘Volare’, became a global hit. Modugno’s words were translated into English by New York lyricist Mitchell Parish, and Dean Martin took the song to number one in the US. ‘Volare’ has been regularly covered ever since – by Ella Fitzgerald, Oscar Peterson, David Bowie, the Gypsy Kings and even Frank Zappa. It has found its way onto football terraces. Interestingly, when translating, Parish kept part of the song in Italian. While the elite in late 1950s Europe worried about Elvis and creeping Americanization, elite America still looked to Europe, especially France and Italy, for sophistication.

         All this was to come, however; at the time, the Eurovision judges placed this classic – in a ‘50 Years of Eurovision’ poll in 2005 it was voted the second greatest Eurovision song ever – third. The contest winner was a very Gallic ballad sung by the even more Gallic André Claveau, and second was a piece of light opera called ‘Giorgio’.

         ‘Volare’ pointed a bright way forward for Eurovision, towards making it a showcase for fresh European songwriting/performing talent that did not reject America but embraced its influences with 22flair and originality. ‘Giorgio’ suggested another future, that of formulaic lowest common denominator Euro-ditties, with a dollop of la-ing and lyrics full of words recognizable all round the continent: place-names, wine, well-known dishes. ‘Giorgio’ got twenty-four votes; ‘Volare’ thirteen. The dinging and donging start here.

         Luckily for its growth prospects, Western Europe’s economy was following the example of ‘Volare’, combining the best of America and Europe: US corporate organization, mass production and marketing; European taste and design. As the 1950s matured, the half-continent saw ever more consumer goods becoming available at prices ever more of its people could afford. Among these were TVs on which to watch Eurovision. In 1953, there had been one set in France for every 1,000 citizens; by 1958, this figure was over twenty per thousand, and a couple of years later, it would be forty. The year’s debutant, Sweden, for whom Alice Babs sang the cute ‘Lilla Stjärna’ (Little Stars) in national dress,* showed even more dramatic growth, with less than 1 television per 1,000 inhabitants in 1953 but around 150 by 1960.

         For Germany, Margot Hielscher returned to Eurovision in 1958 as ‘Miss Juke Box’, hymning the delights of music you could get for two Groschen (cents). Her nation was the economic superstar of the 1950s, with its economy growing at 8 per cent a year. By 1958 that economy had become bigger than Britain’s.

         There were various reasons for this: the generosity of the USA’s postwar Marshall Aid, the industriousness of German workers, but most of all the nation’s consensus political system, the ‘Social Market Economy’ championed by Chancellor Konrad Adenauer and his finance minister Ludwig Erhard. In this model, private, not state, ownership of enterprises was preferred, and competition between them encouraged. The market, not the state, determined the direction of the economy: no 23grand planning. But the state was not inactive. A strong central bank was committed to fighting inflation – older Germans still remembered the hyperinflation of 1923. Taxes were high; the government spent them on socially useful projects such as schools, hospitals and roads, as well as welfare. In return for this expenditure, trades unions were expected to work with employers’ organizations to set pay levels, not just go on strike.† And in return, enterprises were expected to invest for the future rather than pay out big immediate dividends. 

         This is now seen as the standard ‘European way’, but it was radical in 1958. France still preferred top-down state planning, countered by a stiff dose of anarchy on the shop floor. Italy had the shop-floor anarchy without the dirigisme. Britain encouraged the free market but its labour relations were class-obsessed and confrontational. All over Europe, intellectually fashionable Socialist and Communist parties (the latter shrinking after the Soviet invasion of Hungary, but still influential in France and Italy) continued to talk of state ownership of ‘the means of production’ – i.e. of all enterprise. Behind the Iron Curtain (except in Yugoslavia), such monopoly was a fact. The nearest approach to Germany’s Social Market Economy was that of the Nordic countries, with their long tradition of social democracy (Folkhemmet in Sweden: society as a large family), though these involved higher levels of state spending.

         All European economies, however they were run, were benefiting from advances in technology – though this didn’t always deliver flawlessly. There are few things that true aficionados of Eurovision love more than a voting cock-up, and 1958 was a vintage year, thanks to hostess Hannie Lips’ battles with lagging, half-audible phone lines and a hand-operated scoreboard that looked like it had been borrowed from an English village cricket ground.

         24

         
            * Alice might have played it cute for Eurovision, but she was not uncontroversial in her home country. As a young jazz singer she had upset more conservative Swedes with movies like Swing it, Teacher. She later worked with, and was much admired by, Duke Ellington.

            † In the 1950s Britain and France lost around 2 million working days a year through strikes. Germany’s annual average loss was around 100,000 days.
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            1959

         

         
            Date: 11 March

            Venue: Palais des Festivals, Cannes, France

            Debut: Monaco

            Winner: Teddy Scholten, Netherlands

            Winning Song: ‘Een Beetje’ (A Little Bit)

         

         The relative performances of ‘Giorgio’ and ‘Volare’ in 1958 did not augur well for Eurovision, and that showed in the next year’s poor contest – well, that’s my view anyway: other Eurovision fans will no doubt differ.

         What cannot be denied is that France put on a fine show. It chose an elegant venue – coverage of the evening begins with a shot of the Mediterranean, then pans along Cannes’ palm-lined Promenade de la Croisette. The staging inside the Palais des Festivals was adventurous. There were three ornate carousels – Eurovision meets Louis XIV – which were divided into quarters, and spun round to reveal each artist against a national backdrop.

         The backdrops were amusingly stereotypical: a windmill for the Netherlands’ Teddy Scholten; Big Ben for Britain’s Pearl Carr and Teddy Johnson; the canals of Venice for Domenico Modugno, who returned with another song, ‘Piove’ (It’s Raining), that didn’t do well in the contest but went on to become a global hit. The backdrops reflect the traditional vision of Europe as a continent of distinct nations.

         This might seem strange coming from the home of Robert Schuman and Jean Monnet, but by March 1959, France had undergone a change of leader. In May 1958 the former wartime head of the Free French, General Charles de Gaulle, had become president. De Gaulle was a keen European, but he had no time for federalism; 26instead he was what Europe scholars call an intergovernmentalist. He did not want ever-closer union, but ever closer co-operation between independent nation states. The General talked of une Europe des patries (the usual translation, ‘a Europe of nations’, doesn’t capture the Gaullist passion of the word patrie).

         For him, of course, one patrie was supposed to have more power than any other. As he once told a minister, ‘Europe is the chance for France to become what she has ceased to be since Waterloo: the first in the world … Italy is not serious … The English console themselves for their decline by saying that they share in the American hegemony. Germany has had her backbone broken.’

         What had brought de Gaulle to office was the crisis across the Med from the Palais des Festivals. Algeria had been the most bizarre of all European imperialist ventures. It was not just a colony but a part of France (and thus part of the new EEC). Its four départements were supposed to be as French as Pas-de-Calais or Lot-et-Garonne. Indigenous resistance to this had been building since 1945, coalescing into the National Liberation Front (FLN) in 1954, which fought an escalating guerrilla war against the colonial power.

         In May 1958, European ‘pied noir’ settlers, afraid that the Paris government was planning to admit defeat and grant Algeria independence, took to the streets of Algiers and seized government buildings. The colonial French army joined them. Paratroopers landed in Corsica, and had plans to launch a coup in France itself – which were only cancelled when de Gaulle was made president: the army thought he would support the cause of Algérie Française. De Gaulle quickly visited the colony, bravely walking among the crowds and telling the pieds noirs that he had ‘understood’ them. Order was restored, but it was fragile and everyone knew it.

         Unfazed, Eurovision sang on. The 1959 winner was the pert Teddy Scholten, who told her overeager admirer she would be faithful ‘a little bit’ too (until they got engaged, of course). It’s a neat lyric that 27works best in its original Dutch, as it plays with that language’s compulsion to stick the playful diminutive je on the end of every noun.

         Britain’s ‘Sing Little Birdie’ came second. The UK’s first entry to Eurovision, back in 1957, had been a dud. The operatic ‘All’ misjudged the feel of the contest. (The song was also extremely short – it held the record for the briefest Eurovision entry ever till 2015, when Finnish punks PKN beat it – and its conductor Eric Robinson did not get on with singer Patricia Bredin: he brought the orchestra in before she was ready.) As a consequence of its poor result, Britain had gone into a Euro-sulk in 1958 and not entered. 1959 saw it come back with a classic piece of camp and begin a long run of high placings (we have come second in the contest more than any other nation).

         As in Eurovision, so in political Europe. At the start, Britain failed to get the point of the new EEC. One UK diplomat reportedly told delegates at a conference in 1955, where the new entity was being planned: ‘Gentlemen, you are trying to negotiate something you will never be able to negotiate. But, if negotiated, it will not be ratified. And if ratified, it will not work.’ Soon, however, we would be eager to join.

         Third was France’s ‘Oui, Oui, Oui, Oui’ (I shan’t bother to translate this one). Sweden’s Brita Borg asked her mother not to wait up for her as she went out on a date: she was twenty-two now, and could look after herself. Most memorable of all, perhaps, was Austria’s Ferry Graf, who produced the contest’s first full-on novelty number. ‘Der K Und K Calypso Aus Wien’ (The Imperial And Royal Calypso From Vienna) featured calypso, swing and yodelling. The song is the first of a string of magnificently plumed turkeys that have strutted across the Eurovision stage over the years, usually to come last, some with that ultimate so-bad-it’s-good Eurovision accolade of nul points.*

         28

         
            * The words “nul points” have never actually been spoken in Eurovision. The phrase doesn’t make sense in any European language. But who cares? It has entered the mythology of the contest, and I shall enjoy using it.
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31
            1960

         

         
            Date: 29 March

            Venue: Royal Festival Hall, London, UK

            Debut: Norway

            Winner: Jacqueline Boyer, France

            Winning Song: ‘Tom Pillibi’

         

         Watching Eurovision in 1960, one would have had no sense that the coming decade would end up being regarded as one of unparalleled radicalism in Europe. If anything, the competition had become more sedate than, say, 1957. In ’57, most male singers had worn lounge suits; in 1960 standard masculine wear was a dinner jacket and black bow tie. The theatricality of the late-fifties contest had given way to simply standing up and singing. Lightness had conquered originality and depth. The first act on stage, Britain’s Bryan Johnson, sounded like a scoutmaster trying to jolly along laggards on a cross-country hike, though his song purported to be about a man dying for love. The winner was a jaunty little piece about a boy who makes up fantasies about himself, sung by a girl who sees through them but loves him anyway (some people thought the song was about a rich show-off, but that misses its gentle irony). The most creative, experimental entry, sung in local dialect by Luxembourg’s Camillo Felgen, came last.

         But Eurovision is a sign of its times. Was this what 1960 wanted? Among the young, the great rock ’n’ roll revolution had lost its oomph the day Elvis was drafted into the US army.* It never really recovered.

         32Looking round Europe’s seats of power on 29 March 1960, the atmosphere is one of slightly exhausted conservatism. Le Général was in charge in France, Adenauer’s Christian Democrats in Germany, the bloodhound-jowled Harold Macmillan in Britain, a centre-right coalition in the Netherlands, Christian Democrats in Italy. Scandinavia did differently, with Social Democrat or Labour leaders – but this was traditional for that part of Europe. Norway had voted Labour since 1935. With a couple of brief breaks, Denmark had been Social Democrat since 1929. Sweden’s Tage Erlander had been prime minister since 1946.

         If there was political change, it was in Europe’s colonies. De Gaulle had slowly come to the conclusion that to retain Algeria was, after all, impossible, and on 16 September 1959 made a U-turn, announcing on television that its people could choose their own fate in a referendum once four years of peace had passed. This satisfied neither the FLN, who wanted independence sooner, nor the pieds noirs, who took to the streets again in January 1960. The violence would continue, but there was now only one realistic outcome to the struggle.

         France divested itself of most of its sub-Saharan African empire in 1960. February of that year saw Harold Macmillan give speeches in Accra and Cape Town, where he talked of ‘the wind of change blowing through this continent’. In June, Belgium, terrified by what it saw happening in Algeria, hastily gave independence to the vast Congo basin it had so viciously misruled since 1885 (the new nation collapsed into anarchy almost at once). Only Spain and Portugal, still outside the charmed circle of Eurovision in 1960, seemed immune to the new mood of decolonization.

         
            * Elvis was actually discharged in 1960, but switched to recording mainly ballads and making movies, most of them dreadful.
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            1961

         

         
            Date: 18 March

            Venue: Palais des Festivals, Cannes, France

            Debuts: Finland, Spain, Yugoslavia

            Winner: Jean-Claude Pascal, Luxembourg

            Winning Song: ‘Nous Les Amoureux’ (We, The Lovers)

         

         A wind of change blew through Eurovision in 1961. It did so literally: on the day of the contest, the mistral suddenly descended on Cannes, filling the usually placid sea with white horses. It did so figuratively: inside the Palais des Festivals, three new participants joined the show, which had been quietly expanding since 1956 and now featured sixteen European nations. Among these debutants was Yugoslavia. Eurovision had breached the Iron Curtain.

         Yugoslavia was not a standard member of the eastern bloc. Its president, former partisan leader Marshal Josip Broz Tito, had no intention of letting Moscow tell him what to do. (After Stalin’s death, a note was found in his papers from Tito. It read: ‘Stop sending people to kill me. We’ve already captured five of them, one of them with a bomb and another with a rifle … If you don’t stop sending killers, I’ll send a very fast-working one to Moscow and I certainly won’t have to send another.’ There is even a theory that Tito put his threat into action and poisoned the Soviet dictator.)

         In some ways, Yugoslavia shared the sinister features of Soviet empire nations – elections were rigged and it had a ruthless secret police force – but in other ways it looked west. Many factories were controlled by workers and managers, not state planners, and were encouraged to compete commercially with rivals rather than just meeting artificial, centrally imposed targets. Culturally, Ljiljana 34Petrović looked perfectly at home in Cannes, singing her ballad of lost love, ‘Neke Davne Zvezde’ (Some Distant Stars).

         There was a wider range of songs on offer than in 1960, too. Several – from the Netherlands and Sweden, for example – swung. A few others tried to. Italy produced a powerful ballad. Like ‘Volare’, ‘Al Di Là’ (Beyond) failed to win Eurovision then went on to be a global hit. Britain’s entry, The Allisons, sounded dangerously like the kind of American-influenced music youngsters were listening to. Full-on rock ’n’ roll might have died with Elvis’s conscription and Buddy Holly’s air crash, but there were still acts like the Everly Brothers, who were the models for ‘Are You Sure?’

         Even more subversive – so subversive that hardly anyone noticed it at the time – was the winner. ‘Nous Les Amoureux’, sung by Parisian actor Jean-Claude Pascal, is about love that is forbidden by religion and frowned on by society, though one day, the singer hopes, he and his lover will be able to carry on their relationship without controversy. The song is, surely, about a gay love affair.

         At the time, sexual activity between men was illegal in nearly half the countries participating in Eurovision that year, including Austria, Britain, Germany and (another ’61 debutant) Spain. Britain had seen attempts to change this law blocked. The Wolfenden report, back in 1957, had recommended decriminalizing sex between men, but the Conservative cabinet had not followed the recommendation. In these countries, blackmail was an ever-present threat to gay people, as two films made in 1961, Victim and The Loudest Whisper, made clear.

         Ljiljana Petrović might have breached the Iron Curtain in Eurovision, but 1961 is best known as the year that the Curtain became not just Iron but Concrete. There had been barbed wire between East and West Germany since 1952, but Eastern citizens could cross to the West via Berlin, which, though deep in Eastern territory, was partially occupied by the USA, Britain and France. As the Western economy began to take off, more and more Easterners took advantage of this 35escape route. By 1961, a sixth of the population of the Soviet-occupied German Democratic Republic (GDR) had headed west. Booming West Germany had found jobs for almost all of them.

         On the night of Sunday 13 August, GDR workmen began encircling West Berlin with barbed wire barriers. A few days later, concrete walls followed. On 24 August, the first individual was killed trying to cross this barrier: Gunter Litfin, a 24-year-old tailor, was shot by GDR border guards as he tried to swim across a canal in Spandau. Other deaths followed, including that of Peter Fechter, a bricklayer who took an hour to bleed to death in no man’s land. For much of that hour Fechter screamed out for help. The West couldn’t rescue him and the East wouldn’t.

         In October, a trivial dispute about diplomatic passports escalated into a situation where American and Soviet tanks were facing each other across Checkpoint Charlie – armed, ready to fight, and with back-up plans involving a quick escalation to nuclear weapons. If one soldier had panicked and fired … The US and Soviet leaders, John F. Kennedy and Nikita Khrushchev, communicated via a Soviet agent in Washington, and the tanks inched back. Some historians argue that Berlin, in October 1961, was the closest that the Cold War ever came to turning into a nuclear conflict: more dangerous, even, than the Cuban missile crisis that followed a few months later, or than the events of 1983 which will be described later.

         For Europeans, this was a terrifying time but also a humiliating one. The Berlin standoff was essentially between the two superpowers. Europe was just the setting. Like Suez back in 1956, it was a sign of the new impotence of European nations that had, two and a half decades before, confidently ruled vast global empires. Whether it liked it or not, Europe was now dancing to a new ‘K And K Calypso’, Kennedy and Khrushchev. 36
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            1962

         

         
            Date: 18 March

            Venue: Grand Auditorium de RTL, Luxembourg

            Debuts: None

            Winner: Isabelle Aubret, France

            Winning Song: ‘Un Premier Amour’ (First Love)

         

         For lovers of Eurovision, 1962 is most notable as the first year where entries got nul points. It had been theoretically possible for a song to score zero under the old voting system, but nobody had.* In 1962, a change in the voting method, whereby national juries could only award points to three songs, made such an eventuality more likely. Four entries, including one from Eurovision veteran Fud Leclerc, ended up suffering that fate. Fortunately Leclerc didn’t throw himself into the Seine as a result.

         Yugoslavia continued to distance itself from the enormities taking place in Berlin and entered a sophisticated love song. ‘Don’t Turn The Lights On At Twilight’ – Ne Pali Svetla U Sumrak – sang Lola Novaković. Instead just let our two cigarette ends burn in the darkness (in 1962, cigarettes were cool). It came fourth. The top three places were occupied by entries in French, the runaway winner coming from France itself. ‘Un Premier Amour’ was haunting and passionate, a classic of Eurovision’s black-and-white era.

         France finally separated from Algeria on 5 July. Estimates of the death toll in the independence struggle vary wildly: historian Alistair Horne settles on 700,000. Violence continued after independence, 38with vicious Algerian reprisals on harkis (collaborators) and a far-right assassination attempt on de Gaulle in the south-west of Paris in August. 

         On 30 July 1962 the EEC’s Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) was introduced. Part of the 1957 Treaty of Rome, the policy had its origins in the immediate post-war years: treaty signatories could remember hungry times, and wanted to ensure a healthy and developing EEC agricultural sector. But by 1962, it was already an anachronism. The idea was that the CAP would agree prices for basic products then manipulate the market to ensure those prices prevailed, putting tariffs on imports and buying up domestic produce if demand was too slack. This soon led to overproduction. A bizarre new European landscape of wine lakes and butter mountains appeared. Food prices to EEC consumers were kept artificially high. Third world producers were unable to sell to relatively rich Europe. All around ‘Lugano Europe’, environmental damage would be caused by overfarming to produce unwanted products. Eurosceptics still point to the CAP as the classic example of Brussels misgovernment, not just for its folly but for the fact that, once in place, it proved incredibly hard to reform.

         France was the main beneficiary, and – just as it still dominated Eurovision – France had the loudest voice in the Community. De Gaulle worked tirelessly to keep it that way, most importantly by fostering Franco-German relations. He and Chancellor Adenauer had regular meetings; at one, in 1962, in Reims, they posed for pictures in the cathedral where Charlemagne’s son Ludwig had been crowned Holy Roman Emperor in 816. Early in 1963, they would sign a treaty agreeing to consult one another on all major policy decisions.

         Outside the EEC, seven other countries had teamed up to form EFTA, a free-trade area with no aspirations to further political unity. However, EFTA was geographically disparate, consisting of states dotted around the edges of Charlemagne’s old empire. It was smaller than the EEC (its population was 92 million, compared to the EEC’s 39170 million) and less developed industrially. EFTA was always going to have its work cut out if it wanted to outperform its populous rival in Europe’s industrial heartland.

         Britain was one of the EFTA countries, along with Austria, Denmark, Norway, Portugal, Sweden and Switzerland. Eurovision viewers wouldn’t have guessed it from its 1962 entry, ‘Ring-a-ding Girl’, but things were stirring in the UK’s musical life. In February 1963, ‘Please Please Me’ became The Beatles’ first number one single. The record company had wanted the four Liverpool lads to cover a schlager called ‘How Do You Do It?’, but they refused and insisted on putting out their own song.

         This was a radical break from the ‘Tin Pan Alley’ model of popular music production, whereby professional writers wrote for passive performers (Eurovision still often follows this model, despite the fact that many of its best songs – ‘Volare’ and ‘Waterloo’ for example – have been written by their performers). The Beatles set a trend for individual empowerment that resonated through Western Europe – and, wherever it could, through Eastern Europe. All around the continent, a new generation was stepping up to the plate, less deferential than their war-haunted parents. 40

         
            * Several had come close, with un point, including Corry Brokken in 1958, trying to follow up her 1957 victory. She is still the only artist both to win the competition and to come last.
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            1963

         

         
            Date: 23 March

            Venue: BBC Television Centre, London, UK

            Debuts: None

            Winner: Grethe and Jørgen Ingmann, Denmark

            Winning Song: ‘Dansevise’ (Dance Song)

         

         TV coverage of the 1963 contest begins with the usual stirring Te Deum. Then violins swirl and the camera pans down through a dramatic evening sky to … a 1960s office block.

         Nowadays we regard these things as spectacularly ugly, but in 1963, the new BBC Television Centre represented modernity and progress, two magic words at the time. Later that year, the leader of the British Labour Party, Harold Wilson, would paint a picture of his nation ‘reforged’ in the ‘white heat’ of a technological revolution – and the year after that he would be elected to power. Wilson’s vision, shared by many elite figures in Europe, was technocratic; a tidy, planned, hi-tech future imposed top-down by men (and the occasional woman) in suits, working for large bureaucratic organizations like Wilson’s new Ministry of Technology, which was given the Orwellian abbreviation ‘Mintech’.

         Europe’s relationship with technocracy would soon sour. Just over five years later, students would be ripping up the cobbles of Parisian streets in furious protest at it. But this was 1963, and at the time it looked like the way forward. Perhaps an inkling of its ultimately unsatisfactory nature came from this contest, where, in the name of efficiency, songs were performed in a special studio cut off from the audience, who watched in a separate part of the building. This gave the opportunity for imaginative sets which were varied, artist 42to artist, but took away any sense of occasion. No applause greeted the performers. Rumours persist that some or all the performances were pre-recorded – this is still denied, but it’s hard to see how the sets could have been changed quickly enough between songs for it not to have been the case.

         The winning entry captured the year’s ‘early-sixties-modern’ mood perfectly. In front of a backdrop of revolving op-art circles, Jørgen Ingmann accompanied his wife Grethe on jazzy guitar; there’s something rather icy about the piece (until the last bar) that is both refreshing and slightly sinister.

         ‘Dansevise’ nearly didn’t win at all. 1963 is another vintage year for connoisseurs of Eurovision voting disasters. Norway, announcing its results fifth, initially gave Denmark two votes and Switzerland three, but did not present the results in the correct format, so was asked to resubmit them after everyone else had voted. The contest soon became a race between Denmark and Switzerland. At the end, when Norway resubmitted its results, they had changed. Denmark now had four votes and Switzerland just one, giving victory to Norway’s neighbour. A ripple of surprise ran round the audience. Hostess ‘Miss Catherine Boyle’ rang Monaco to check a vote that had initially included too many points (cue another wonky phone line), then announced ‘Dansevise’ as the winner.
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