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Introduction


ABBA: the soundtrack of my whole life


Why is ABBA suddenly appearing in our lives now? My sister-in-law asked me in a family reunion when I told her that I was writing a case of ABBA. Many people will think that the main reason is because I am an ABBA freak. Nothing could be further from the truth. The main reason is because it seems to me that we do have a lot to learn from Björn and Benny’s career. One of the longest-lived and most productive creative couples in the history of music. They met on 5th June 1966 and, and they are still active and successful today.


However, my sister-in-law’s question remained in my teacher’s mind. In class I jokingly say that this is the question of José Mourinho, a famous football coach: Why? It is also the question of the researcher, the journalist, the academic, the businessperson. It is the question that drives us forward as human beings. Man seeks explanations. There are many businesses from which many things can be learned, but why ABBA?


It was then that I realized ABBA was the soundtrack that had been with me all my life. I was born in Galicia, in the Northwest of Spain, in the early sixties of the last century. From there, when I was just a child, I watched them, live and in black and white, win the Eurovision Song Contest. It was 1974. At that moment, ABBA was born. The group, designed by Stig Anderson, was formed after that triumph, to manage the success. For the next eight years they swept the world. They went as far as Australia where, when a special TV program about their visit to the country was broadcast, it had a 54% audience share, beating the record set by the broadcast of the man landing on the moon a few years earlier. I saw them born.


Just eight years, and only eight albums. Enough for a planetary success, to be played everywhere, to be remembered and hummed by millions of people all over the world. When that success seemed to be fading away, Judy Craymer appeared. A young Englishwoman, a production graduate, who wanted to have her own project. She thought, a few years later, that it was possible to write a story with the lyrics of some of ABBA’s songs. A story that, since 1999, has been a box-office hit for twenty-five years. The same story that I danced alone once in New York and again in London with my family and, once again with my students and colleagues, many times in Madrid. The same story that moved us watching the film at home and that we always danced at weddings, parties, and farewells. I saw them grow up.


“We usually say no to everything”, Ludvig Andersson confessed to me in an interview in London. Imagine you are the owner of the rights to ABBA. How many creatives, businessmen, artists, street vendors, travelling salesmen, hustlers… will pass by their offices every week, write every day in the mail, or approach them every time they meet them? But only occasionally, just sometimes, a great idea happens. Like Stig Anderson or Judy Craymer´s ideas. Simon Fuller’s idea struck them: Bringing ABBA back in concert, with digital technology, while the band members - who are no longer around for concerts - are in Stockholm walking the dog or cooking a Bolognese sauce? While I was excitedly waiting to be a grandfather in England, I went with my wife to see the ABBA Voyage Show in London. I couldn’t believe it! 3,000 -real peoplepaying -real moneyto dance and sing ABBA songs in a -realconcert with some -virtual- ABBAtars. 50 years after winning Eurovision! I saw them grow old.


I should talk to my sister-in-law again. Just to remind her that ABBA did not suddenly appear in our lives. What is striking and spectacular, what makes them unique is that ABBA was always in them. It never left our lives. That is the reason why I am writing this case. Because for fifty years, a group of Swedish singer-songwriters have conquered the world. Writing in a language that is not theirs. Telling simple stories of women, of love and heartbreak. Composing vibrant and catchy melodies, recording with multi-track arrangements on top of each other. In three emphatic stages: from Waterloo to Mamma Mia! From Mamma Mia! to Voyage. I saw them become eternal.


Arturo Gómez Quijano


Pozuelo de Alarcón, 14th February 2024.




1. ABBA ONE: 1974, Waterloo


Picture 1
PHOTO OF ABBA’S EUROVISION TRIUMPH, 6th APRIL 1974. ABBA THE MUSEUM, STOCKHOLM
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1.1. A child, in a Galician village, dreaming in black and white


When I was a child, in the 1970s, watching the Eurovision Song Contest on television was quite a ceremony. It was held on a Saturday in spring. For me, it was a holiday. Mum would let us watch TV late into the night. It was very exciting, because the voting was very long in that music competition. There was no fixed bedtime: we went to bed when it was over. The singers and groups represented countries so there was a national component which, more often than not, turned out to be a huge disappointment in the end. But it was certainly the big event, which we had been looking forward to for several weeks. At that time, there was not much entertainment. A single channel with programming limited to the afternoons and part of the evenings. In the morning there was no broadcasting. Everyone I knew was going to be watching the contest. If you didn’t watch it, the next day you were left out of all conversations. You’d be kind of a freak. I didn’t want to be the weird one.


We lived in my great-grandparents’ summer house, which my father renovated. I loved the freedom of having so much land in that village, away from the hustle and bustle of the city. The downstairs part of the house was the public area, with the big living room, the dining room, the kitchen, and so on. My parents had an intense social life: the house was always full of people I didn’t know. Our sanctuary was upstairs, the private area to which all those invaders had no access. There were our bedrooms and a small living room, where the children were sent, so as not to disturb them.


In this area, there was the TV cabinet, always locked. If we had permission, the doors would open. It was a window to the world. From that small village, in a corner of Spain, we could watch a burly reporter discover a village in the Amazon jungle; or a journalist explain a terrible war; or an anchorman connect live with another country, to show an invention that would change the world. That’s when I decided I wanted to be a journalist, I wanted to see the world, I would go and visit those jungles and countries. That small device changed my life. It forced me to dream, even if it was in black and white.


I had never seen anything like this before. The band stood out from the rest, as they were dressed in glitter, shiny fabrics, heels, and impossible platforms, even the two men in the band! The guitar was shaped like a star. Everything seemed to indicate that they came from another planet. It was called Sweden. The conductor of the orchestra appeared disguised as Napoleon. But the best was yet to come. This song was nothing like the usual Eurovision tunes, cloying and predictable. It was different. They sang in English and told a story of a girl who had fallen for an insistent suitor. Like Napoleon at Waterloo. That day, 6th April 1974, I had seen, in black and white, from my village, the birth of a band that, I didn’t know at the time, was to make up the soundtrack of my whole life. ABBA.



1.2. Stig Anderson and his idea: success can be created


What if we do all this the other way round? What if, with all that I have learned from producing the global successes in Sweden, we can make a design to conquer the world? At the end of the 1960s, Stig Anderson gradually began to see clearly which things needed to be done, what the reverse path was, in order to achieve global success from Sweden.


ABBA was the very popular brand name of a Swedish canned fish manufacturer.1 Stig Anderson, Stikkan as his friends called him, was tired of putting the four names (Agnetha, Björn, Benny and Anni-Frid) on his memos and letters to them. So, he started writing ABBA at the top of the notes to the quartet. That’s how Stig was: a creator.


In 1950, when he was only 19 years old, he had already published his first song. During that decade he wrote many others. At the end of the decade, he started to have some hits, also outside Sweden. His company, Sweden Music, was already the largest pop music publisher2 in Scandinavia in the early 1960s. He soon saw the need to associate a record label with this publishing house. In 1963 he founded the legendary Polar Music recording studio with his friend Bengt Bernhag. “Records are the future”.3 He was also a visionary.


One of Stig’s best decisions was to start buying the rights to world music hits and producing them in Sweden. By doing this, during the 1960s, he learned many things: how to buy, produce, distribute, promote, and sell music in Sweden. He also learned that, many times, what was a worldwide success did not work in Sweden. He realized that behind every hit there was a structure, choruses, a bridge,4 lyrical cues, titles, which helped in its promotion. He understood that translating the songs was not enough, they had to be adapted, musically and culturally. He had to connect with the market, and for that he had to identify local talent to write, interpret, or play those adaptations. He discovered that studio recording was essential, to incorporate arrangements and effects, which turned the songs into something else. He recognized that promotion was essential to sell records. Stig learned the keys of the music business. He was a salesman.


His first studio contract was with the West Bay Singers, the Swedish folk music group of which Björn Ulvaeus was a member. In November 1963, after changing the name of the group to Hootenanny Singers, and incorporating modern arrangements into the recording, the first single was released. The first link between Polar Music and ABBA had been made. Radio, television, magazines, concerts, and retail outlets were the tools of musical promotion. At the end of one of those concerts, on 5th June 1966, Björn and Benny Andersson met, and spent the evening singing and playing Beatles songs together. Björn then introduced Benny to his producer, Stig. He quickly saw their talent and encouraged them to team up to write and release their first hits on the local market. One of the most successful musical couples in the history of music had just been born. For almost sixty years, Björn and Benny continue to work and innovate together. Stig was ready, after two decades of business in the music industry, to bring his enormous experience to these two young talents and, together, conquer the world.
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