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INTRODUCTION


For sixty years the Eurovision Song Contest has been one of life’s guilty pleasures. Existing in a parallel universe where a song about the construction of a hydroelectric power station is considered cutting-edge pop, where half a dozen warbling Russian grandmothers are considered Saturday-night entertainment, where a tune repeating the word ‘la’ 138 times is considered a winner and where Australia is considered part of Europe, the Eurovision beguiles and bemuses 200 million viewers globally each year.


We watch the Eurovision as adults for much the same reason that as children we used to insist on touching a park bench with the sign ‘Wet paint’ hanging from it. We know we shouldn’t but we just can’t help ourselves. So we tune in faithfully year after year, but not in the hope of the standard ever improving. That ship sailed long ago. Back in 1982, France declined to enter, labelling the contest ‘a monument to drivel’. The biggest surprise was that it had taken them twenty-six years to notice. How can an event that last produced a truly memorable song as long ago as 1974 give genuine cause for optimism?
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We don’t care because the Eurovision is about much more than the music (which, to be honest, is just as well) – it is a glittering, over-the-top extravaganza, a feast of lamé, latex and leather, an essential date in the calendar that appeals to the British love of the absurd. If it suddenly became even half-decent we would probably desert it in our droves. As Jeremy Paxman acidly remarked: ‘It’s Eurovision – time to send the brain away for the weekend.’


In the early days, the Eurovision was always delightfully out of step with reality. At the height of Beatlemania, from 1963 to 1966, the UK entries were Ronnie Carroll, Matt Monro, Kathy Kirby and Kenneth McKellar respectively – hardly reflective of the swinging sixties. From our annual dip into Europop we deduced that most of mainland Europe still appeared to be yodelling, whistling, and playing the accordion and, in turn, heaven knows what their viewers must have thought of our singers. In the case of Matt Monro the opinion probably had something to do with a desire to adjust the horizontal hold on the TV set, as his head always appeared to be disproportionately large in relation to the rest of his body.


Although we in the UK may once have sniggered about preposterous Austrian mullets and songs about lovesick Albanian shepherds, in recent years we have shown that when we really put our mind to it we can produce music as instantly forgettable as any other country in Europe. Our cause is not helped by a voting system – once considered quaint, with an air of helping out a neighbour in need – which now smacks of a vast conspiracy. Indeed controversy has regularly darkened the sparkly doors of the Eurovision.


Over sixty years we have witnessed scandals – including vote-rigging allegations – and we have witnessed national outrage on an annual basis, but most have all we have witnessed silly costumes, terrible lyrics, and performers as diverse as Celine Dion and Dustin the Turkey. This book chronicles the hundred craziest moments – the mad acts, the sad acts, the bad acts, the drag acts, and the nul points heroes.


Many words have been written about the Eurovision Song Contest. No doubt that great philosopher, Swiss Toni from The Fast Show, would have compared the Eurovision to having sex with a beautiful woman. It looks fantastic, makes a lot of noise, goes on for three hours, all the neighbours are watching, and at the end you get judged.
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TRUSTING THE SWISS (1956)


The man to blame for the Eurovision Song Contest is Frenchman Marcel Bezençon. He had been impressed by the success of Italy’s Sanremo music festival, which started in 1951 and thought that a similar but expanded contest would be the ideal way of fostering unity among the various nations of Europe. Little did he know that the event would often bring discord rather than harmony.


Organised by the newly formed European Broadcasting Union, of which Bezençon was the president, the first Eurovision Song Contest was staged in Lugano, Switzerland, on 24 May 1956. Only seven countries took part – the Netherlands, Switzerland, Belgium, Germany, France, Luxembourg and Italy. In the UK, the BBC declined to enter, preferring to concentrate on its own jingoistic Festival of British Popular Songs. Who needs Johnny Foreigner when you’ve got Dennis Lotis, even though he was born in South Africa?


This left the Eurovision short of numbers, so to pad it out each nation had two songs. Most countries sent two singers, but Switzerland’s Lys Assia performed both her country’s entries. This is rather like riding two horses in a race, but less challenging physically. She hedged her bets. Her first song, ‘Das Alte Karussel’, sung in German, was a jolly ditty about an old carousel and would pave the way for countless Eurovision songs about puppets, circuses and clowns. Her second, the French ‘Refrain’, was an altogether sadder offering, mourning to the sound of wailing violins ‘the colour of rain, the regret of my twenty years, anger, sadness of no longer being a child’. History tells us that melancholy rarely finds favour with Eurovision juries but this was the first year so they knew no better.


The voting at that first Eurovision took place in secret and there is no record of who voted for who. Each country had just two votes and could vote for its own song. Luxembourg was so strapped for cash that not only did it emulate Switzerland by sending only one singer, Michèle Arnaud, to perform both of its songs, but it also decided against the expense of sending a jury to Switzerland. Instead, in an extraordinary exhibition of trust, Luxembourg instructed the Swiss to vote on its behalf. So perhaps it was no great surprise that when all the secret votes were added up, Switzerland was declared the winner with ‘Refrain’. Apparently, no rats were smelled.


Lys Assia evidently found the Eurovision such an enriching experience that she returned for the next two years and even attempted to represent her country again in the 2013 final, aged 89.




IT FINISHED WITH A KISS (1957)


The 1957 contest was held in Frankfurt, West Germany, with the UK entering for the first time. Wearing a long gown, wholesome soprano Patricia Bredin trilled her way through ‘All’ in just under two minutes, no doubt leading to hilarious backstage exchanges with people asking: ‘Is that “All”?’ She was followed by Italy’s Nunzio Gallo, whose offering ran for over five minutes, including a fifty-five-second guitar intro. After that, a rule was introduced restricting each song to a maximum of three minutes. Thankfully, this still applies today because Eurovision goes on long enough as it is. Any longer and the final juries would still be voting on Sunday morning.


Back to 1957 and Austria’s Bob Martin, who from his name might have been expected to sing a song about dogs but instead performed an uplifting ode to his pony and was rewarded by being voted into last place. The comfortable winner turned out to be the Netherlands’ Corry Brokken but the most memorable moment of the evening was provided by Denmark’s Birthe Wilke and Gustav Winckler, the first to take advantage of a new rule allowing duos to perform at the contest. Performing ‘Skibet Skal Sejle I Nat’ (‘The Ship Must Sail Tonight’), he, dressed as a naval captain, then slipped a ring on to her finger before ending the song with a farewell kiss that went on for thirteen long seconds because the stage manager forgot to shout ‘Cut!’ Neither party held back, and at one point poor Birthe appeared desperate to come up for air.
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The incident might have caused a furore with outraged viewers labelling it the Eurovision Snog Contest but for the fact that in those days Eurovision was primarily a radio event with relatively few people having access to a television set. So the most erotic thing they would have heard was the sound of suction which listeners probably attributed to the conductor adjusting his dentures. It remains the longest kiss ever to have taken place in Eurovision and a record only likely to be broken if Graham Norton bumps into a mirror.




ITALY’S WINGS ARE CLIPPED (1958)


At the 1958 Eurovision, one song was clearly head and shoulders above the rest. Italy’s ‘Volare’ (‘To Fly’) – or as it was titled in the contest, ‘Nel Blu Dipinto di Blu’ (‘The Blue Painted in Blue’) – went on to become a worldwide hit for Dean Martin and others, selling over 22 million copies. It has been recorded by artists of the calibre of Frank Sinatra, Ella Fitzgerald, Luciano Pavarotti, Louis Armstrong and David Bowie, has won a Grammy award, and was named Billboard’s song of the year for 1958. Naturally it came third in Eurovision.


The track was co-written and performed by Domenico Modugno, the first to sing on the night in the Dutch city of Hilversum. He had to do it all over again at the end because a technical hitch meant that he had been neither seen nor heard in some countries. Italy faced nine rivals but the UK was not among them, having gone off in a huff after finishing only seventh the previous year. Its place was taken by Sweden in the shape of jazz singer Alice Babs whose song, ‘Lilla Stjärna’ (‘Little Star’), opened in the finest Eurovision tradition with thirty-four seconds of ‘la la la’s. She performed the song wearing the Leksand regional costume – a demure skirt and apron. It was a long way from Agnetha and Anni-Frid.


In accordance with a new voting system introduced in 1957, every participating country provided ten jury members, each awarding one point to their favourite song. Nearly all of the songs on offer were about love, including Switzerland’s Lys Assia this time singing in Italian about ‘Giorgio’, with whom she had apparently spent a romantic weekend in Lake Maggiore. As the lyrics contain references to polenta, risotto and espresso, it would seem they spent most of their weekend eating. She eventually finished second on twenty-four points, three adrift of France’s André Claveau with a ballad ‘Dors, Mon Amour’ (‘Sleep, My Love’). As a sedative, it was second to none. Poor Modugno trailed in a distant third, polling just thirteen votes, with only West Germany and Belgium awarding him more than one point and Denmark and Luxembourg ignoring him altogether. He would not be the last to be baffled by the voting of Eurovision juries but, if nothing else, he could wave his royalty cheques in their faces.




SING LITTLE BIRDIE (1959)


In 1959, the UK rock ’n’ roll movement was in full swing. The charts were awash with the vibrant sounds of Adam Faith, Cliff Richard and Marty Wilde, the nation’s answers to Elvis, Buddy Holly and Jerry Lee Lewis. Rock ruled the airwaves. So on our return to the Eurovision fold, who did we send to that year’s contest? Wholesome husband-and-wife team Teddy Johnson and Pearl Carr, the Terry and June of their day, with the relentlessly chirpy ‘Sing, Little Birdie’. To rock fans, it was lip-curlingly awful.


Penned by Syd Cordell and Stan Butcher, ‘Sing, Little Birdie’ correlated the birds singing in the sky with Carr and Johnson’s enduring love for each other. The chorus trilled: ‘Sing, little birdie, sing your song, Sing, you’ll help our love along.’ It was joyous, it was nauseous, it was Eurovision.


Successful solo performers before marrying in 1955, Carr and Johnson were mainstays of many a forgettable TV light entertainment show, performing alongside tap dancers, jugglers, acrobats and people who did strange things with balloons. The duo were the penultimate performers on the night in Cannes following such gems as an Austrian song that combined calypso and yodelling, a Danish ditty with a xylophone riff, and a French number titled ‘Oui, Oui, Oui, Oui’, which may have sounded orgasmic, but in reality was more of an anti-climax. The UK led the field at the halfway stage but ultimately even Johnson’s whistling solo was not enough to fend off the challenge of the Dutch entry, ‘Een Beetje’ (‘A Little Bit’) sung by another Teddy, Teddy Scholten (although this was a female Teddy, real name Dorothea). The UK finished second, leaving the French singer, Jean Philippe, in third, to cry ‘Oui, Oui, Oui, Oui’ all the way home.


An innovation, never to be repeated again, saw not just the winner but the first three songs performed again at the end of the show, prompting viewers to wail in their droves: ‘Mr Eurovision, you have delighted us long enough.’


‘Sing, Little Birdie’ achieved an afterlife of sorts as an ironic answer in the Monty Python’s Flying Circus sketch ‘World Forum’, in which Mao Tse-tung buzzed in correctly to display his vast Eurovision knowledge and beat fellow quizzers Che Guevara, Vladimir Lenin and Karl Marx.




CALLING ALL REINDEER (1960)


Norway made its Eurovision debut in 1960 with what would turn out to be a typically idiosyncratic entry. ‘Voi Voi’ (‘Hey Hey’), composed by Georg Elgaaen and sung by Nora Brockstedt, was an arrangement of a Lapp reindeer-herding call, not an obvious source of inspiration for a popular song contest. But, hey hey, this is Eurovision, which is pretty much a law unto itself.


Brockstedt was already an established artist in Norway, where she had enjoyed a succession of singalong hits and been one of six members of popular Scandinavian vocal group the Monn Keys. In hindsight, how tempting it must have been for her to introduce her Eurovision entry in English with the words ‘Hey, hey, we’re the Monn Keys.’


This was also the year when Caterina Irene Elena Maria Imperiali di Francavilla began her long association with the Eurovision Song Contest, presenting the show to the whole of Europe from London’s Royal Festival Hall as the more recognisable Katie Boyle. The elegant daughter of an Italian marquis, she had been a BBC continuity announcer before blossoming into a personality in her own right. She would soon use her fame to promote Camay soap in a series of TV commercials with the jingle ‘You’ll look a little lovelier each day, with fabulous pink Camay.’ She lent an air of sophistication to Camay at a time when rival brand Lifebuoy preferred to focus on its ability to combat body odour. There was as much chance of Katie Boyle having sweaty armpits as there was of her presenting the contest wearing a pair of ripped jeans.


Representing the host country was Teddy Johnson’s brother Bryan (definitely not to be confused with the Brian Johnson of AC/DC) singing ‘Looking High, High, High’, the sort of rousing tune one might imagine emanating from Boy Scout campfires. Like his brother, Bryan incorporated a spot of gratuitous whistling and also finished second, seven points behind winners France. The fact that Norway came a creditable fourth suggested that the Eurovision juries contained a disproportionately high number of reindeer herders.




BING ET BONG ET BING ET BONG (1961)


Picture the scene. Lyricist Guy Favereau is toiling away in his study trying to conjure up suitable words for France’s prospective Eurovision entry. It is to be called ‘Printemps, Avril Carillonne’ (‘Springtime, April Rings’), which is fair enough as the contest was staged on 18 March that year. He has a nice chorus about the animals all coming out of hibernation in readiness for the warmer weather. What he needs now is an opening line for each verse that will match Francis Baxter’s lively tune. Then, in a Eureka moment, it comes to him: he will start the verses with ‘Bing et bong et bing et bong’. Genius, and if anyone should ask him what it means he can reply with the familiar Gallic shrug. Little did he know that in that moment he was setting the gold standard for future Eurovision lyricists which states that if you can’t think of anything, just lob in a few meaningless bings and bongs. The juries will love it. Academics refer to it as the ‘Bing tiddle-tiddle bong’ phenomenon.

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
~ THE 100 CRAZIEST MOMENTS FROM

THE £oRoviGion
- 5onG CONTEST

Greofe Tiblalls





OEBPS/images/f0018-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/pub.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





