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LOVE SONGS HAVE existed almost as long as the emotion of love itself. Experts generally consider the poem “The Love Song for Shu-Sin,” written in approximately 2000 BCE, as ground zero for the art form. Of course, love songs have evolved quite a bit since then, although their underlying sentiments remain remarkably similar: These songs capture the indescribable, intangible feeling when your heart overflows with affection and tenderness for someone else.


There are said to be more than 100 million love songs in existence today, a mind-blowing fact underscored by a 2018 study published in Psychology of Music: Between 1960 and 2010, 67.3 percent of top 40 songs mentioned love or relationships in their lyrics. This statistic begs the question: Why are there so many songs about love?


Love is universal to the human experience. We all want it—and we all crave it—but it’s not always easy to find. And once you do find it? Good luck not letting it get away! But love songs bring us joy and remind us of happy moments from our lives when we did (and do) feel accepted and attractive. In times when we feel lonely, these songs remind us of what love feels like and that we’re all capable of being loved. In other words, love songs ignite powerful feelings within us and offer hope for the future.


Songwriters often draw from their own lives when penning love songs, incorporating their own romantic experiences and relationships to create evocative and relatable music and lyrics—everything from love at first sight (INXS, “Never Tear Us Apart”) and a first kiss (the Drifters, “This Magic Moment”) to that butterflies-in-your-stomach crush (Guns N’ Roses, “Sweet Child O’ Mine”). Or dancing cheek to cheek (Paul Anka’s “Put Your Head on My Shoulder”). Or loving someone so much you’d do anything for them (Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell, “Ain’t No Mountain High Enough”). Or a fairy-tale romance you never want to end (Taylor Swift, “Love Story”).


Of course, love songs aren’t always upbeat. Some chronicle the soul-crushing, all-consuming, and totally exhausting experience of unrequited love, or the experience of yearning for the type of love you desire. Somewhat paradoxically, discussing romance through the lens of heartbreak or disappointment—for example, an overwhelming feeling of regret, as in Patsy Cline’s “I Fall to Pieces”—can sometimes amplify the power of love. Lost love or not having your love reciprocated makes those successful relationships that much sweeter.


Many songs considered love songs aren’t love songs at all—looking at you, Simple Minds’ “Don’t You (Forget About Me)”—but are actually about friendship. It makes sense, since most would agree that the best relationships tend to start with friendship as a foundation anyway.


On the cheekier side of things, some love songs aren’t even about love for humans. The Beatles’ “Martha My Dear” is a tender tune about Paul McCartney’s beloved sheepdog. But having unorthodox origins doesn’t make a love song any less valid or sentimental—after all, love itself takes on many forms.


Remember that you don’t have to be happily partnered to enjoy and appreciate love songs either. Listening to them and reading about them offers an aspirational experience—the feeling that one day maybe you can find a loving companion and a wonderful relationship that’s right for you.


In other words, love songs are for everybody—and so is this book. That’s why these songs are arranged in chronological order by release year. Just as you can’t judge the inherent value of a relationship, you can’t rank the quality or impact of love songs. Choosing just 100 love songs is an impossible task, but that’s exactly what this collection aims to do—capture the many dimensions of what it means to love and be loved. So grab your honey, cuddle up under a blanket, and settle in to learn the backstories about some of music’s greatest love songs of all time.
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1936 • FRED ASTAIRE
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Songwriters: Jerome Kern (music); Dorothy Fields (lyrics)
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IN THE 1936 movie Swing Time, Fred Astaire takes to the piano and starts to play a lovely ballad called “The Way You Look Tonight.” Ginger Rogers, who’s washing her hair in the sink of an adjacent bathroom, overhears the performance and slowly walks into the room toward him. She gently touches Astaire on the shoulder, and the couple exchange a loving gaze as the song glides to an end.


Sounds impossibly romantic, right? Well, according to Hollywood gossip columnist Sidney Skolsky, the movie initially envisioned this moment as a comedic scene. Rogers’s soapy, shampoo-covered head was to be played for laughs, as Astaire was “to tell [her] that she should always look as lovely as she did then.” Luckily, director George Stevens recut the scene to instead emphasize the onscreen chemistry between the duo—a smart move, as “The Way You Look Tonight” is one of the most heartfelt love songs ever written.


The narrator tells his beloved that during darker times, he knows the mere thought of her beauty will sustain him. It’s not just her comely smile and cheeks, either, but her little features—like the cute way her nose looks when she laughs—that provide solace. How she looks on this particular night is perfect and deserves to be preserved forever.


Of course, Astaire and Rogers weren’t the only dynamic duo working on Swing Time. The composer-lyricist dream team of Jerome Kern and Dorothy Fields wrote some of the film’s most memorable songs, including “The Way You Look Tonight.” Kern was a prolific and celebrated musical composer responsible for songs like “Ol’ Man River” and “Smoke Gets in Your Eyes.” Fields was equally respected, having penned the lyrics to indelible tunes such as “On the Sunny Side of the Street” and “I’m in the Mood for Love.”


Together, the pair had recently collaborated on music for two 1935 films, I Dream Too Much and Roberta, so they were in a good groove as they approached Swing Time. “I always found Jerry easy to work with,” Fields said in the book They’re Playing Our Song: Conversations with America’s Classic Songwriters. She was particularly affected by the part he came up with for “The Way You Look Tonight,” adding, “The first time Jerry played that melody for me I went out and started to cry. The release absolutely killed me. I couldn’t stop, it was so beautiful.”


“The Way You Look Tonight” became a massive hit in the fall of 1936, reaching No. 1 on Billboard’s chart of best-selling sheet music. Versions of the song cut by Astaire, Guy Lombardo, and Teddy Wilson—the latter featuring vocals by Billie Holiday—all appeared on Billboard lists of popular records, and the song won the third-ever Academy Award for best song. Astaire’s take understandably was particularly sentimental: Classy, debonair piano from Johnny Green mingles with low-lit orchestral accompaniment.


Over the years, “The Way You Look Tonight” has remained popular: Frank Sinatra made the song his own in a snappy 1964 cover; vocal group the Lettermen had their first hit with a cover, reaching No. 13 on the Billboard Hot 100 in 1961; and Tony Bennett cut the song as a duet with both country star Faith Hill and Mexican superstar Thalía.
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1951 • NAT KING COLE
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Songwriter: Irving Gordon
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CALLING SOMEONE “UNFORGETTABLE” is a supreme compliment—just about the highest compliment one can give. That goes double when it’s a legend like Nat King Cole dishing out this flattering remark. On the 1951 romantic classic “Unforgettable,” the title track of his 1952 LP, Cole gives one of his most memorable vocal performances—one that’s sophisticated, soulful, generous, and deeply moving.


In fact, he’s the perfect interpreter of a song centered on someone who’s overcome with emotion while gazing upon a beautiful partner. The song’s twist, however, is humility: The narrator of “Unforgettable” isn’t just smitten—they’re also grateful their love is reciprocated.


The tenderhearted song was written by Irving Gordon, a Brooklyn-born songwriter who wrote Billie Holiday’s “Me, Myself and I,” as well as songs cut by Perry Como and Patti Page. Cole recorded his take on August 17, 1951, with an orchestra conducted by Nelson Riddle. Between the elegant strings and Cole’s performance, “Unforgettable” was popular on the radio and in stores, as the tune graced the top 30 of Billboard’s Best-Selling Pop Singles and Most Played by Jockeys charts.
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Sadly, Cole died in 1965 of lung cancer; he was just 45 years old. Decades later, Cole’s daughter, the soul/R&B star Natalie Cole, honored her father by covering songs he also recorded. The subsequent album, 1991’s Unforgettable… with Love, also featured her singing alongside him on a new version of “Unforgettable.” Engineer Al Schmitt told Sound on Sound that the duet had emotional precedent. “When Natalie performed in Vegas, she would sing along to a video of Nat singing ‘Unforgettable’—that’s where the idea came from.”


Fortuitously, Nat King Cole’s original vocal take was captured on its own track, so the modern studio crew had an easier time merging the voices of father and daughter. With modern production polish, his voice sounds even richer and more sentimental, particularly when paired with Natalie’s performance. She embraces the loving spirit of the song, but nostalgia suffuses her delivery; it’s impossible not to interpret this new “Unforgettable” as also a love letter to her late father.


That take was an adult contemporary radio hit and reached No. 14 on the Billboard Hot 100, milestones that presaged an even bigger honor: winning three Grammy Awards, including the prestigious Song of the Year and Record of the Year trophies. The song has remained, well, unforgettable in history—after all, Cole’s original 1951 recording was also inducted into the Grammy Hall of Fame in 2000.














LET’S DO IT (LET’S FALL IN LOVE)
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1956 • ELLA FITZGERALD
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Songwriter: Cole Porter
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ANIMALS ARE POWERLESS to resist the lure of love. And that applies to all animals—not just humans, but also oysters, clams, goldfish, and even sponges. That’s the playful underlying premise of the Cole Porter–penned “Let’s Do It (Let’s Fall in Love),” which runs down all the living things that find themselves googly-eyed over a mate.
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The song boasts winking lyrics that are double entendres—the titular “do it” possesses multiple meanings depending on perspective, from the chaste to the risqué—and charming puns. The first line pointedly references birds and bees doing it, which serves as an extra layer of cleverness given that this is a euphemism for a discussion of sex, while later lyrics note that electric eels are shocked by falling in love. (Rim shot!)


Ella Fitzgerald’s “Let’s Do It (Let’s Fall in Love)” appeared on 1956’s Ella Fitzgerald Sings the Cole Porter Song Book, an album that later became a Grammy Hall of Fame inductee and member of the Library of Congress’s National Recording Registry. Her slow, jazzy version features arrangements and conducting from Buddy Bregman, the nephew of Jule Styne, the legendary composer of songs such as “Let It Snow! Let It Snow! Let It Snow!” and “Diamonds Are a Girl’s Best Friend.” Fitzgerald plays up the song’s mix of whimsy and suggestiveness with a sparkling vocal performance dripping with romance.


“Let’s Do It (Let’s Fall in Love)” originally appeared in Paris, a 1928 musical commissioned by Broadway producer E. Ray Goetz that starred Goetz’s wife, Irène Bordoni. At the time of the commission, Porter was still trying to find his place in the songwriting world while playing parties and maintaining a life of luxury in Paris. Incredibly enough, “Let’s Do It (Let’s Fall in Love)” only made its debut in Paris when the musical opened in New York City in October 1928; in pre-premiere productions, a Porter song called “Let’s Misbehave” was in its place instead.


The song became one of Porter’s first major successes, appearing several years before the composer debuted the beloved musical Anything Goes and standards such as “Night and Day” and “It’s De-Lovely.” But like many love songs, not all of its references have aged well. In early versions of “Let’s Do It (Let’s Fall in Love),” the first verse featured rather shocking racial slurs. By 1954, however, radio and TV edits of the song replaced these distasteful slurs with mentions of birds and bees. (According to Billboard, CBS proposed this lyrical change and NBC accepted it, as did the sheet music company Harms.)


“Let’s Do It (Let’s Fall in Love)” also appears on the 1957 Louis Armstrong and Ella Fitzgerald album Ella and Louis Again, with Armstrong singing the lead. The song has been covered dozens of times across the decades in various genres. Notably, rockers Joan Jett and Paul Westerberg recorded a raucous duet version used as the theme song for the 1995 movie Tank Girl that boasts plenty of charm.
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1956 • THE FIVE SATINS
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Songwriter: Fred Parris
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EVERY RELATIONSHIP STARTS with a spark—that moment when romance clicks and being together forever seems like a real possibility. Performed by a Connecticut doo-wop group called the Five Satins, “In the Still of the Night” is a snapshot of this spark: two people spending a perfect night together, holding each other and enjoying each other’s company.


The narrator pledges eternal fidelity to his beloved, as they’re quite certain of their feelings. They’re also aware that this precious love isn’t guaranteed to last, and so they spend the song fervently wishing for forever. This twist adds a trace of sadness to the music; accordingly, the Five Satins’ reverent vocals sound like a solemn prayer for the desired positive outcome.


The Five Satins recorded “In the Still of the Night” with producer Marty Kugell in the basement of St. Bernadette Church in New Haven, Connecticut. (For years, the date of this recording session was reported as December 1955, although more recent articles cite a date of February 19, 1956.) A church altar boy named Vinny Mazzetta connected the group with the space—and, for good measure, also played saxophone on the track. He was joined by a bassist, a drummer, and a pianist, and four of the group’s five vocalists, including the song’s writer, Fred Parris.


“In the Still of the Night” is based on real-life events. Parris told Smithsonian magazine he met the “girl of my dreams,” named Marla, in 1954 at a Connecticut amusement park. The couple had a whirlwind romance that led to them becoming engaged; in fact, Marla even moved in with Parris’s family.


In the meantime, Parris enlisted in the US Army and was stationed in Philadelphia, away from Marla in Connecticut. After a weekend visit home to see her, he took a train back to the army camp, meditating the whole way on their first meeting and how special their relationship was. “When I arrived at camp, I went straight to the day room,” Parris recalled. “There was a piano there and I started playing the chord in my head and the words in my heart.” Guard duty soon called, which only added to his introspective mood. “It was a cold, black night, and the stars were twinkling. The setting was very apropos for my feelings and emotions.”


Sadly, their romance didn’t last. In a cruel twist of fate, that blissful weekend was apparently their last as a couple, as the engagement broke up and Marla eventually moved to California. Nevertheless, the relationship yielded one of the most indelible love songs of all time. Released under the title “In the Still of the Nite” so as not to be confused with a similarly titled Cole Porter tune, the single was warmly reviewed in a June 1956 issue of Billboard, which noted the Five Satins “chant with warm expressiveness on a smoothly paced ballad with dramatic lyrics.”


The Five Satins’ song appeared on the blockbuster soundtrack of 1987’s Dirty Dancing and is featured prominently at the start of Martin Scorsese’s 2019 film The Irishman. Ronnie Milsap and the Beach Boys have covered the tune, while Boyz II Men also did a version of the song for the 1992 TV miniseries The Jacksons: An American Dream. 
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1958 • PEGGY LEE
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Songwriters: Otis Blackwell and Eddie Cooley
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WHEN YOU’RE SICK and have a fever, you might feel like you’re burning up due to an elevated body temperature. When you’re in love, you might also catch a fever—a figurative one, that is, driven by irresistible lust. For proof, just listen to the iconic seduction song “Fever.” The lyrics describe sizzling, red-hot romance—the kind of all-consuming attraction that’s impossible to ignore. Kissing, touching, happiness—it’s all due to the kind of fever that (wink, wink) keeps you up at night and wakes you up in the morning.


“Fever” was co-written by Eddie Cooley and Otis Blackwell. The latter—who also penned Elvis Presley’s “Don’t Be Cruel” and co-wrote Jerry Lee Lewis’s “Great Balls of Fire”—was credited under a pseudonym, John Davenport. “Eddie Cooley was a friend of mine from New York and he called me up and said, ‘Man, I got an idea for a song called “Fever,” but I can’t finish it,’” Blackwell later recalled. “I had to write it under another name because, at that time, I was still under contract to [music publisher] Joe Davis.”


The R&B singer Little Willie John recorded “Fever” in 1956, interpreting the song as a swinging blues number with finger snaps, sultry saxophones, and vocal delivery full of longing. His version reached No. 1 on Billboard’s R&B Best Sellers chart and Most Played R&B by Jockeys chart—meaning it was a smash on the radio and in stores.


Several years later, Peggy Lee took a crack at “Fever.” At the time, she was already an established hitmaker, having started her career in the early 1940s as a singer for Benny Goodman and His Orchestra. However, in the time period leading up to her recording the song, she had taken a brief break from performing. “Prior to leaving, she mentioned to me that she was looking for a torch song and that if I heard of anything please let her know,” her bassist Max Bennett said in 2001.


He found the right tune during a gig at a Hollywood bar with saxophonist Nino Tempo: A stranger asked to sing “Fever” with the band. “We proceeded to wend our way through the song accompanying him and I realized that it was exactly what Peggy was looking for,” Bennett added. “I called Peggy the next day and told her about ‘Fever’ and she proceeded to find the song.”


As Lee prepared for splashy February 1958 shows at the Copacabana in New York City, she worked up “Fever.” Her take included new, playful lyrics that invoked the romances of two couples: Romeo and Juliet and Captain Smith and Pocahontas. According to Lee, these added verses were the handiwork of her and a songwriter named Sid Kuller. “I was singing some special lyrics which were partly Sid Kuller’s, partly mine, and then of course partly the original song,” she told Wink Martindale in an interview dating from the 1970s.


But the sultry, jazzy, stripped-down musical approach—which was dominated by strolling bass and heart-pounding drums—was all her idea. “I was just stomping my foot and snapping my fingers and singing these lyrics to Sammy [Cahn] and he said, ‘I think you should do it just that way,’ and I said, ‘No, I would like to just add bass and drums and that’s all.’”


The steady finger snaps, meanwhile, ended up being done by a guitarist who otherwise didn’t play on the song, as he’d been “minimalized out of the session because Peg decided this song doesn’t need much,” the biographer Peter Richmond, who wrote Fever: The Life and Music of Miss Peggy Lee, told NPR. “And she was right.”


The song became an enormous hit, reaching No. 8 on the Billboard Hot 100, and caused a sensation. In August 1958, Billboard reported that a DJ for the Boston radio station WILD named Todd O’Hara played the song for 42.5 hours straight. “During the recathon, O’Hara had used up 15 records, received more than 3,000 phone calls and 200 telegrams, mostly favorable, and had scared his brother into thinking he had died with a stuck record going.” Lee’s “Fever” also had the honor of being nominated for Record of the Year and Best Vocal Performance, Female at the very first Grammy Awards.




Top 10 Romantic Power Ballads


1. Alias, “More Than Words Can Say”


2. Bad English, “When I See You Smile”


3. Celine Dion, “It’s All Coming Back to Me Now”


4. Foreigner, “I Want to Know What Love Is”


5. Goo Goo Dolls, “Iris”


6. Heart, “Alone”


7. Lady Gaga, “Yoü and I”


8. Night Ranger, “Sister Christian”


9. REO Speedwagon, “Keep on Lovin’ You”


10. Starship, “Nothing’s Gonna Stop Us Now”





Dozens of artists have covered “Fever,” including Beyoncé, Link Wray, the Cramps, Anne Murray, Danzig, and Ray Charles. Decades later, Lee’s version of “Fever” also became a hit yet again—this time on the dance charts—thanks to Madonna, who recorded a seductive house music take for her 1992 album, Erotica. This single burned up dance floors across the country as it reached No. 1 on the Billboard Hot Dance Club Play chart.
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1959 • PAUL ANKA
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Songwriter: Paul Anka
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MANY SONGWRITERS DRAW inspiration from their real lives. For Paul Anka, this is especially true. Born in a small town in Canada, Anka started writing songs as a teenager, and at age 15 caught the ear of legendary producer Don Costa with a song about an older girl named Diana. “I played for him,” Anka recalled in 2013. “He brought in the head of the company and told me to get my parents on the phone. That week changed my life—they hired me for $100 a week as a singer-songwriter. They wanted me to write and write.”


That song, 1957’s “Diana,” became Anka’s breakthrough hit. But in subsequent years, he continued to write songs that captured the exquisite ache of being a teenager—perhaps because he “was going through all these emotions myself,” he wrote in his 2013 book, My Way. “I was a lonely boy and I knew there were plenty of us out there—I’d see other lonely boys at the hops I’d play. Put your head on my shoulder—that was your objective that weekend… plus maybe getting a kiss and your hand in her blouse.”


Unsurprisingly, Anka added that “Put Your Head on My Shoulder” grew out of his time playing record hops, which is perhaps why the song so accurately captures the experience of pining for a perfect slow dance. The narrator fantasizes about being physically close to a crush—close enough to exchange whispered sweet nothings and (ideally) a goodnight kiss, which will no doubt lead to a love connection. Anka’s vocals exude a mixture of emotions—at times bashful and pleading, at other times saucy and confident—that match the song’s puppy-love pleas. And the Costa-directed orchestra and chorus add just the right accompaniment: a pillowy waltzing tempo; sustained guitar licks; and soft, rounded harmonies and background vocals.


Many artists have covered “Put Your Head on My Shoulder,” including heartthrob Leif Garrett and vocal group the Lettermen, while Anka dueted with the Chilean performer Myriam Hernández in the late ’90s on a Spanish cover called “Tu Cabeza en Mi Hombro.” But in 2021, Anka had another unexpected mainstream resurgence when the pop star Doja Cat sampled “Put Your Head on My Shoulder” for her song “Freak.” Anka’s tune subsequently gained even more notoriety after it became part of a viral phenomenon, mashed up with Doja Cat’s “Streets” and used for the TikTok-driven #SilhouetteChallenge. The song was given a modern spin, sampled in all of its innocent glory before fading out and dissolving into Doja Cat’s seductive, groove-heavy tune.














I ONLY HAVE EYES FOR YOU
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1959 • THE FLAMINGOS
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Songwriters: Harry Warren (music); Al Dubin (lyrics)
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LOVE CAN BE mesmerizing—so mesmerizing that you can’t see anything else but the luminous face of the person you adore. “I Only Have Eyes for You” describes this single-minded focus: The narrator can’t see beautiful sights like the stars or the moon—or tell if they’re standing in a garden, surrounded by a crowd, or hanging out on a busy street—because they’re so absolutely focused on (and head over heels for) their love.


Composer Harry Warren and lyricist Al Dubin wrote “I Only Have Eyes for You” for the 1934 film Dames. In the movie, which was codirected by Busby Berkeley, Jimmy Higgens (Dick Powell) sang the tune to performer Barbara (Ruby Keeler) while they were together on a ferry. This jaunty, fully orchestrated version felt frothy and romantic, and suitably full of cinematic drama.


The Flamingos’ take on “I Only Have Eyes for You” is dreamy, as if the narrator is mired in a sweet romantic daze, and boasts a unique arrangement built around a waltzing rhythm, doo-wop–inspired vocal flourishes, and an echoing sound effect that translates roughly to sha-bop-sha-bop. The new version came from group member Terry “Buzzy” Johnson, who also happened to be a gifted arranger.


In a 2021 interview on the Professor of Rock YouTube channel, Johnson shared that “I Only Have Eyes for You” was the last song recorded for the group’s debut album, Flamingo Serenade. In fact, he was having trouble figuring out how to make the tune sound better. “It sounds so corny,” he said. “I don’t like the chord changes.”


Johnson tended to practice guitar while lying in bed—and, in a stroke of luck, one night he fell asleep while in a strumming session and started dreaming of a song. “I heard this strange music, but it was beautiful. It was more different than anything I’ve heard before.” At this point in the interview, he sang the song’s iconic ringing pattern. “I heard the chord changes, and when it got to the bridge of it, I heard it. And when I woke up, my fingers were on my guitar, and whatever I hit it was exactly what I heard.”
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According to the song’s entry in Rolling Stone’s 2021 list of the 500 Greatest Songs of All Time—it ranked at No. 175—Johnson called the rest of the Flamingos right away to capture the song while it was still fresh. “The other members weren’t exactly thrilled when he called them over at four in the morning to share his revelation,” stated the entry, “but the classic recording proved worth losing a little sleep over.” Indeed, the Flamingos’ “I Only Have Eyes for You” peaked at No. 11 on the Billboard Hot 100 and No. 3 on the magazine’s Hot R&B Sides chart. It was later inducted into the Grammy Hall of Fame.
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