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For Simon and Jem






‘I would still like to know why we had the success we did with ABBA. But I have no idea. I mean, we wrote good songs, we made good recordings and the girls are great singers. That’s not the reason for it. There is something else which can’t be defined which has nothing to do with us in a way.’

Benny Andersson of ABBA








INTRODUCTION

These days we are (very many of us) entirely comfortable with ABBA’s ubiquity, their presence in the air we breathe. I pluck this randomly from my own experience: in the summer of 2023, wandering around a market in France, I heard a stallholder break briefly into song while looking for change for a customer. ‘Money, money, money!’ he sang. Then I went along the road and had coffee in a café where ‘Knowing Me, Knowing You’ came on. Driving back to where we were staying, I stopped in at a supermarket and dropped food into a trolley to a backdrop of ‘Take a Chance on Me’.

Three casual encounters with the music of ABBA in the space of about ninety minutes, then. Just occasionally, as you move around Europe at this point in history, you can be forgiven for concluding that it’s ABBA’s world and we only live in it.

What gets harder to remember is that it hasn’t always been this way. It would possibly surprise many of the people happily thronging the ABBA Voyage show in London, unselfconsciously browsing among the ABBA sweatshirts and ABBA key fobs and ABBA tea trays in the arena’s store, to hear that a love for ABBA was ever a love that dared not speak its name, or certainly not among thirteen-year-olds in a school playground. But as we’ll see, this author – with his carefully concealed copy of the 1975 album, ABBA, on pre-recorded cassette – can personally attest to that.

The fact is, for a long time it seemed that where ABBA had come from – both in the sense of Sweden and of the 1974 Eurovision Song Contest, where they first came to prominence – had placed a tight restriction on what the band and their music could ever be or mean to people. Almost three years after they sang ‘Waterloo’ in Brighton, a review in the Guardian of a rare ABBA live performance in London could describe them wanly as ‘four Euro-persons’ who made ‘elegant Eurorock pop’, and could remark by way of conclusion that it was ‘nice to be able to put four faces to a pleasant sound’. There is, of course, no term in the critical lexicon more damning than ‘pleasant’. As for the term ‘Euro’ – as in ‘Euro-persons’ and ‘Eurorock’ – it too comes up again and again in writing about ABBA in this period and is rarely meant positively either.

Two years after that, in 1979, the American rock critic Robert Christgau, writing in the Village Voice, didn’t even try to gild it: ‘We have met the enemy,’ he wrote, after experiencing ABBA in concert, ‘and they are them.’ That same year, back in Britain, a reviewer in the Guardian would dismiss ABBA as the manufacturers of ‘disposable pop songs’, another frequent accusation. And one sees why the claim arises, although (with the benefit of hindsight) it’s a funny kind of disposable that sticks around for half a century and lands its creators with a museum dedicated to them in their home city.

As ABBA tried to make their way in the world, it rapidly emerged that the Eurovision Song Contest was a unique kind of springboard that could also function as a trap. Blasted high off that Brighton stage, ABBA would look around for months and years afterwards and discover that somehow all the scenery had tiresomely come with them and was threatening to drag them down again.

So: a Swedish act, a Eurovision act… ABBA and their defenders would be a long time struggling to answer the band’s repeated arraignment on these twin charges, both of which, of course, had the disadvantage from the defence’s point of view of being completely undeniable.

‘Personally, I hate what they stand for,’ a critic wrote in 1979, ‘and think they are brilliant.’ Here at least was evidence of a thaw. But it was also evidence that even defenders of ABBA would for a while have to tie themselves in knots of equivocation. So great… and yet so cheesy. This ought not to be working for me… and yet it so clearly is. Even their most fervent admirers would find themselves acknowledging sometimes that there was something confounding about ABBA, something that was just beyond the grasp.

And then there was their manifest success, which was a whole other problem for critics to deal with. ‘Calculatingly commercial’ was the frequent accusation here, and it was made with a special vigour and persistence by critics in Sweden where the ‘biggest export after Volvo’ line could often seem to contain traces of high-minded disgust. But ‘commercial’ is, of course, a complaint that can only be attached with the benefit of hindsight, because you can’t make this claim of a commercially unsuccessful band. And it ignores the fact that ABBA’s success – the shape of it, the scale of it, the duration of it – was frequently a surprise for ABBA, too; that, with pop success, calculations are not as readily possible as people like to think; that, ultimately, even ABBA could only do what they did and then wait and see what happened to it. And what happened to it was down to us, the listening public. This means the band subsequently knew the sensation – exhilarating, no doubt, but also, surely, at times alarming – of unleashing forces that they could not completely control.

And prime among those uncontrollable forces? Well, that was us, too. We’ll have a lot to answer for, in relation to ABBA, in the following pages.

At the same time, as deeply part of our lives as the band can be, their presence has often seemed to come with a certain amount of detachment as part of the package – with something remote, something even possibly a little chilly. And people who are not Swedish are apt to attribute that remoteness to ABBA’s ‘Swedishness’ – by which they tend to mean that they detect something undemonstrative and dispassionate about the band and their music, which they then assume to be present by dint of the national character. But that all sounds suspiciously swift and simple, as well as presumptuous, and maybe that whole area might merit a slightly harder look. Like so much about ABBA, in fact.

ABBA are (the chances of this are, I suspect, very high) the band you know best that you barely know. Of course, there are ABBA fans and superfans whose commitment to the study of Agnetha, Björn, Benny and Frida in all their manifestations is both clarifying and humbling – and, indeed, I spent a very nice weekend with some of them in Stockholm not long ago, which I’ll be writing about later in these pages. But in the slightly less specialised and more ad hoc place where ABBA intersect with the general listener (the place where I consider the main action to be, ABBA-wise, and certainly the place I’m most interested in for the purposes of this book), it’s clear that a certain amount of cloudiness about the band can frequently persist.

Somewhat distant even at the blazing height of their fame, the band were only fully and openly embraced by the world some years after they had, to all intents and purposes, ceased to exist. Consequently, today, familiarity with ABBA’s music outstrips familiarity with anything else about them. The band’s members are, by any definition of the term, superstars, yet in 2024, even in circles where ABBA are prized and adored, a confident and unerring ability to know your Benny from your Björn – or even, in some cases, your Agnetha from your Anni-Frid – betokens ABBA-knowledge at practically PhD levels. We know, perhaps, that they were two couples (Björn and Agnetha, was it? Benny and Anni-Frid?) whose marriages came apart yet who somehow (is this right?) kept the band on the road even after that, heroically channelling the pain of separation in timeless songs such as ‘The Winner Takes It All’ and ‘Knowing Me, Knowing You’. But Björn wrote the lyric for the second of those songs two years before he separated from Agnetha and when they were together, seemingly happy and enjoying the arrival of their second child. And Benny and Frida didn’t get married until after Björn and Agnetha had decided to split up, so…

The truth is, we don’t know much, and most of what we do know is wrong or improvised or conjecture or (most frequently of all) projection. Glory in its fullest form came to ABBA posthumously, when they had stepped down from the stage and out of the studio, and so, with a purity which is rare in the history of pop – and practically impossible in the social media age – Agnetha, Björn, Benny and Frida burn most brightly in our minds as a set of seemingly bombproof songs which a very large number of us appear tirelessly happy to hear. The songs, we do know.

But how do we know them? To all intents and purposes, ABBA finished being a band in 1982 – forty-two years ago. They had more or less eight years of creative life together as recording and performing artists – about the same as The Beatles. Then, albeit without ever making an official announcement that they were done, they withdrew, apparently exhausted or wrung out to some extent, and tired of each other’s company, and moved on to other things – solo albums in the case of Agnetha and Frida, the composition of musicals in the case of Björn and Benny. At that point, ABBA were widely felt to have outlived their purpose and, more than that, were regarded in many quarters as irredeemably naff. There is no image of the members of the band on the front of the sleeve of ABBA Gold – the nineteen-song compilation album put together by the Polydor label in 1992, eleven years after the band’s last set of studio recordings – because the album was carefully market-researched in advance of its release, and the feedback from the focus groups was that although people were potentially interested in buying a record of ABBA’s hits, and more than happy and able to nominate the songs they wouldn’t mind hearing on it – ‘Take a Chance on Me’, ‘The Name of the Game’, ‘Super Trouper’ – they didn’t especially want to own something with the band’s faces prominently displayed on it. So the record company went with simple gold lettering on a black background. Such were the feelings around ABBA in 1992.

Yet it was ABBA Gold which began to change the climate around the band, ushering in what we can now regard as ABBA’s renaissance period, helped along, somewhat randomly, by two Australian movies which featured their songs – The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert and Muriel’s Wedding, both released in 1994 – and in due course by the 1999 jukebox musical Mamma Mia! and, in 2008, the first of the two films that arose from it. At that juncture, a decade into the twenty-first century, ABBA, once presumed dead and buried, were arguably more alive than they had ever been. ABBA Gold has now sold more than 32 million copies worldwide and is behind only Queen’s Greatest Hits as the UK’s best-selling record of all time.

And then, as 2021 ended, almost out of nowhere, the band re-emerged among us – not just with one final, completely unexpected and time-defying burst of new music, but in the form of the magnetically engaging and mysteriously moving Voyage stage show, which was nothing less than a complete re-imagining of the live concert experience and which revealed the band as a set of idealised, computer-generated versions of themselves which were somehow at once entirely them and not them at all.

At this point, approaching forty-two years since their last formally ticketed concert and with the band now well into their seventies and apparently entirely indifferent to the idea of performing together in the flesh, ABBA had probably never been more prominent – and had arguably never been more ABBA.



‘I’ve been reading you all my life,’ a gushing fan once told the author Samuel Beckett.

‘You must be very tired,’ Beckett replied.

Well, here I am, a full half-century after ‘Waterloo’, and in a position to say much the same to the members of ABBA, were I ever to meet them, which (I should probably mention at this point) I never have.

‘I’ve been hearing you all my life,’ I could say, ‘or for nearly all of it that I can remember. And no, actually, before you ask, I’m not tired. Or not of ABBA, anyway.’

Because what would it even mean, in 2024, to say you were tired of ABBA, except by way of admitting that you had run out of patience with pop music altogether, or that pop music had run out of patience with you?

And I could hardly be said to be alone in feeling this way. The critical tide turned and even Clive James in the end recanted. James, as we shall see, was one of the first to dismiss ABBA, labelling them ‘incurably negligible’ on the dynamic but slim evidence of that Eurovision appearance in 1974. In 2013, however, he reviewed a documentary about the band and expressed regret about having been quite so quick off the blocks. Apparently, having a daughter who had listened to their music ceaselessly in the meantime had altered James’s view.

‘The intensity with which millions of people enjoyed ABBA’s music was hard to argue with,’ James wrote, and whatever ABBA had or hadn’t worn while delivering it was, he had realised with the passing of time, irrelevant.

‘What mattered was the four voices, and how they blended, generating melodies and harmonies which, on the records, filled every hole in the mix. You could dance to them forever,’ James concluded.

I don’t think that’s right, about the voices filling ‘every hole in the mix’. I’m not sure what a record in which the voices filled every hole would sound like, in fact. And it makes me wonder how closely James had actually listened to ABBA in the process of reaching his change of heart. But, then, why would he have felt he needed to? It’s surely one of the magical qualities of pop music that many of its most fervent adopters don’t listen to it terribly closely nor feel they have to. Pop frequently communicates with the heart before it talks to the head, and sometimes it doesn’t get round to talking to the head at all. Writing about pop music doesn’t mention this nearly often enough.

What’s certainly true is that, over the fifty years since ‘Waterloo’, ABBA have been liked by pretty much every kind of person and in pretty much every way that it’s possible to like a pop group. They’ve been screamed at by lovesick teenagers and smiled upon fondly by Clive James at seventy-four. They have been consumed in a hurry as sugary pop stars and appreciated soberly as abiding musical craftspeople of exceptional talent. They have been enjoyed ironically and enjoyed entirely sincerely. They have been a guilty pleasure and an utterly unashamed one. Their records have managed to define whole periods and to slip free of history altogether, with the result that, in 2024, their songs are warmly familiar to both ’70s nostalgistes, hungry to revisit their childhoods, and people who weren’t even born when the twentieth century ended. They have been feted alike as exuberant gay icons and as the reliable providers of pan-generational dance music for heterosexual wedding receptions. Their music knows the unequivocal love of the very best among us, and yet has also been used to soundtrack lockdown-busting piss-ups in Downing Street (the notorious ‘ABBA party’ of 13 November 2020, about which Benny Andersson said, with an understandable instinct for dissociation, ‘You can’t call it an ABBA party. It’s a Johnson party’).

They have been paid heartfelt homage by acts as diverse as U2, Dionne Warwick and the Foo Fighters, and strip-mined for comedy purposes by French and Saunders (‘C’est La Vie’), Rowan Atkinson’s Not the Nine O’Clock News team (‘Super Dupa’) and Alan Partridge (a-ha!), who loves ABBA so much he named his only son Fernando. ABBA’s music is one of very few bonds directly connecting the late Sid Vicious of the Sex Pistols, who once rushed across an airport to meet the band, with the late Queen Elizabeth II, who apparently told someone that she especially liked ‘Dancing Queen’ because ‘I am the Queen and I like to dance’. And they are the only winners of the Eurovision Song Contest who have ever been inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, which happened in 2010 and would have been unthinkable – directly contradictory, in fact – during the time that ABBA were actually making the records that earned them that accolade. In this wildly elastic range, they outperform even The Beatles. Certainly, it is given to vanishingly few groups to have been so many things to so many people at so many different times. It is given to even fewer to have been so many things to so many people while the group’s members simply sat in their various houses for four decades doing nothing (or, at least, nothing ABBA-related).

And that, surely, is the most delicious detail in the deeply satisfying narrative of ABBA’s eventual widespread vindication. All of the things for which they were routinely teased and dismissed along the way (their dress sense, their dancing, their accents, their seemingly unavoidable Swedishness) eventually turned into things for which they could be uncomplicatedly celebrated and loved, if you were of a mind to. Yet this complete transformation of their cultural standing happened through no effort of their own, in the long years of their absence when only the recorded music was out there to speak for them and agitate on their behalf. All Björn, Benny, Agnetha and Frida had to do in order to be fully and resoundingly appreciated was… nothing. They just had to stand by until the rest of us came around.

It occurs to me, then, that the story of ABBA and their abiding hold on the world is a unique place from which to try to answer questions about the nature of hit pop songs and the nature of pop stardom as time goes by. Maybe if we take a good look at our interactions with ABBA through the ages – at how they variously came in and out of our lives, how our relationship began and grew, waxed and waned, blew hot and cold and finally hot again – and all in the spirit of honestly trying to work out just what the hell was going on there, we may reasonably arrive at some truths that hold good for our interactions with all of pop music, and not just ABBA’s.

And as an obvious extension of that, it also occurs to me that if you want to approach the mysteries of the universal pop song – what it’s made of, how it gets built, how it works its magic and, perhaps above all, why we clasp such songs to ourselves as hard as we do – then the ABBA catalogue is not just a good point to set out from. It may actually be the best one that we have.

Only one way to find out, though. I bought a vinyl copy of ABBA Gold (gold-coloured vinyl, natch). I rummaged in various boxes for old ABBA singles and cassettes. I scanned the horizon for potentially enlightening ABBA-related events. I took some history books from the shelf and opened YouTube.

And then I drew a deep breath and journeyed out into the ABBAsphere.






1 The history book on the shelf


It’s Britain at the dawn of 1974, and things aren’t looking that great. Energy prices are through the roof. Strikes abound. Production is in decline and people are getting battered by galloping inflation and a soaring cost of living. The governing Conservative Party is badly split over trading arrangements with our closest neighbours in Europe, politicians on the far right are enjoying disproportionate levels of media attention, and the country will be asked to vote in two general elections in this single year – a level of political instability unknown in this country since 1910.

Yeah, I know – just imagine.

Plus, the forecast is for extreme weather events: storms and floods, tornadoes even – twenty-one of them are set to twirl across southern England on the night of 10–11 March alone. With the Labour Shadow Chancellor of the Exchequer Denis Healey predicting ‘an economic apocalypse’, and the Spectator magazine going so far as to wonder whether a military coup might be on the cards (and even, perhaps, desirable), embattled Prime Minister Edward Heath declares a fuel-saving ‘Three-Day Work Order’ from New Year’s Day, restricting industry to three days per week – kind of ‘working from home’, but without the work. The Order will stay in place until 7 March.

Meanwhile, on billboards and in leaflets, an ‘SOS’ campaign is urging people to ‘Switch Off Something’, there are time-tabled power cuts, and the national speed limit has been lowered from 70mph to 50mph to conserve petrol.

Amid this general slide backwards, a feeling is spreading that Britain in general, and England in particular, can’t do anything properly any more – apart, possibly, from football hooliganism, which is about to enter a particularly busy period. So is the Irish Republican Army, whose mainland bombing campaign will, in the coming months, produce explosions at Westminster Hall, the Tower of London, pubs in Guildford, Woolwich and Birmingham, and on a coach on the M62. In spring’s London council elections, the National Front will have its strongest-ever showing, winning more than 10 per cent of the vote in some especially disaffected areas, and in March, a mentally unstable man driving a white Ford Escort will narrowly fail to snatch Princess Anne from her chauffeur-driven limousine at gunpoint after, somehow symbolically, the royal protection officer’s automatic weapon jams.

If the fabric of society holds, the coming summer will at least offer the potential diversion of a football World Cup in West Germany – but not for England, who have failed to qualify. Meanwhile, as winter turns to spring, Terry Jacks, from Winnipeg in Canada, will have a number one hit record with ‘Seasons in the Sun’, a song about someone dying, knocking off the top spot Nottingham’s Paper Lace and ‘Billy Don’t be a Hero’, a song about someone else dying.

It’s not all doom and gloom, though. In May, Manchester United will be relegated from English football’s First Division for the first time since 1938.

And on Saturday 6 April, in Brighton and live on television throughout Europe, the United Kingdom will host the 19th Eurovision Song Contest.






2 Atkinson’s Folly


The four members of ABBA fly from Stockholm to London on the Monday before the competition, landing at Heathrow Airport entirely unremarked by the British public – the last time in their lives they will be able to do this. They are met by a chaperone from the publicity department of Epic Records, who accompanies them into the city for a short round of press interviews. The previous autumn, ABBA had signed a contract with Epic for the exclusive release of their records in the UK – a deal struck by Paul Atkinson, formerly a guitarist with The Zombies but latterly an executive in Epic’s A&R department. Ignoring the raised eyebrows of his colleagues, Atkinson decided to back ABBA to the tune of £1,000 (roughly £10,500 in 2024 terms) on the strength of a brightly burnished pop song called ‘Ring Ring’, which had been a number one hit in Sweden. But the single had flopped in Britain, selling only around 5,000 copies and coming nowhere near the charts. Consequently, as they arrive in London on this overcast and drizzly Monday, ABBA are mockingly known around the Epic offices as ‘Atkinson’s Folly’.

Atkinson’s Folly spend that night in London and, the following day, travel south by car, checking into the Grand Hotel on the seafront in Brighton. Then they begin to get ready for Saturday night’s competition, which will be broadcast from the Brighton Dome. There, appearing eighth on a roster of seventeen, they will represent Sweden with a song called ‘Waterloo’ and, in precisely two minutes and forty-six seconds, change pretty much everything about their lives forever.

If the sense of four people on an imminent date with musical and cultural destiny didn’t noticeably linger over the members of ABBA that week in Brighton, it should hardly be surprising. For one thing, the band was Swedish – or, to be more precise, three-quarters Swedish and one-quarter Norwegian/German/raised in Sweden – and up to that point, not a lot had emerged from Sweden in the way of vital, era-defining, international pop music, unless you count The Spotnicks, which the chances are you don’t.

A kind of electric skiffle outfit, The Spotnicks performed instrumentals, partly in the style of the British band The Shadows, but while wearing spacesuits, which was their own idea. The band had had a couple of breakout hits in the early ’60s, outgrew the spacesuits and continued to exist in various line-ups until 2019, by which time they had released the impressively persistent total of forty-three albums. Yet, despite these accomplishments – and possibly even to some extent because of them – it’s fair to say the world in 1974 was not anxiously scanning the horizon for the next Spotnicks.

And even if the world was looking for the next Spotnicks, it was highly unlikely to be looking for them at the Eurovision Song Contest. What was ever really felt to be stake for posterity on this night of a thousand rings and dings and bongs and bing-a-bangs? Though it had found a place as the reliable annual provider of around two hours of frequently eye-opening musical entertainment, and even as the source of the occasional pan-European hit single, after nearly two decades in business, Eurovision could lay no claim to a reputation for breaking unknown global talent and ensuring that it remained broken.

True, already established names of international renown – Nana Mouskouri, Sandie Shaw, Cliff Richard – had dutifully done shifts on the contest’s stages down the years, but they’d not always done so successfully, and often seemingly at the risk of everything they’d established. And even the successful ones didn’t always seem lastingly proud of their association with the competition. Sandie Shaw, for instance, had, in 1967, become the UK’s first Eurovision winner, with the ineffably and perhaps exhaustingly bouncy ‘Puppet on a String’, a record which went on to sell four million copies around the world. But she later spoke to broader reservations about the contest when she said of the song: ‘I hated it from the very first “oompah” to the final “bang” on the big bass drum. I was instinctively repelled by its sexist drivel and cuckoo-clock tune.’ (Phil Coulter, who co-wrote the song, responded semi-philosophically: ‘As they say in the music industry, if you’re expecting loyalty, buy yourself a dog.’)

Essentially, most years it appeared to be the prime function of Eurovision to propose the discovery of a song the whole of Europe might enjoy – and then to demonstrate with painful clarity how almost impossibly problematic the discovery of such a song is. For UK audiences, certainly, Eurovision had long since settled into the niche which it still to a large extent occupies: as a barn-door target for satire and a yearly opportunity to adopt a position of slightly sniggering superiority in relation to things from other countries, a hobby which British people seem to have enjoyed indulging in since time immemorial.

In addition to that, the UK was home to an unhelpful suspicion, harboured with varying degrees of intensity, that the contest’s multi-country jury system was in any case rigged firmly against British interests. This dark conspiracy theory had as its source the allegedly inexplicable experience of Cliff Richard at Eurovision in 1968. At that time, Cliff was arguably Britain’s most brightly shining pop star after The Beatles, and he reported for duty on Eurovision’s frontline that year in a state of high confidence, with home advantage (at the Royal Albert Hall in London, indeed) and packing a seemingly sure-fire continental unifier (‘Congratulations’). He nevertheless lost out by a solitary point to Spain’s Mariella and ‘La La La’.

Even by the Eurovision Song Contest’s notable standards in this area, a song called ‘La La La’ seemed daringly on-the-nose, and its narrow exaltation was certainly a punch in the gut for Cliff and his backers. The UK actually won the following year, Lulu expertly targeting the ‘La La La’ demographic with ‘Boom-Bang-A-Bang’. But subsequent failures by ostensibly well-positioned yet more conventionally syntactical contenders (Mary Hopkin with ‘Knock Knock Who’s There?’ in 1970, Clodagh Rodgers with ‘Jack in the Box’ in 1971, The New Seekers with ‘Beg, Steal or Borrow’ in 1972) had allowed a feeling to persist that the Eurovision Song Contest was engineered against the UK out of… well, what exactly? Was it spite? It could only be, couldn’t it? It had to be spite.

This theory struggled for coherence, clearly – even taking into account the aforementioned superior sniggering. But its undeniable advantage was that it enabled thwarted British Eurovision artists and audiences to nurture a feeling of having been cheated, rather than merely defeated, a consolatory narrative which has also served the nation well over the years as an explanation for various – and actually perfectly inevitable – sporting disappointments, most frequently in football.

In 1974, with the contest again on home turf, the smoke of the UK’s suspicion hung as thickly as ever over Eurovision. Indeed, it hung even more thickly, if anything, since the previous year’s competition in Luxembourg, when Cliff (nothing if not indomitable) returned into battle, looking to purge the traumas of 1968 once and for all, and wielding an olive branch in the shape of a song entitled ‘Power to All Our Friends’. Unfortunately, he ended up doing slightly worse and finished third. Now, as ABBA and their fellow contenders readied themselves for action in Brighton, Cliff could be found on the cover of the TV listings magazine Radio Times. The studio-shot photograph depicted him, as so often, bristlingly dressed in a jacket of humbug stripes as if on his way to some interminable Buckingham Palace garden party, and standing solidly shoulder-to-shoulder with Olivia Newton-John, the latest combatant to take her risks at Eurovision under the UK’s flag. Above them both ran the trenchantly loaded headline: ‘Congratulations?’

Still, even allowing for these various layers of contempt, Eurovision remained a significant British crowd-magnet. Around 21.5 million UK viewers had tuned in to see Cliff get robbed of his destiny for a second time in 1973, a giant television audience even allowing for the fact that there wasn’t much else on (three channels only, remember, in these content-light days). And similar or even better numbers could be expected this year, when the contest was merely up against Julie Andrews and Max von Sydow in an eight-year-old movie called Hawaii on ITV, and War and Peace on BBC2 – a repeat of two episodes, first shown in 1973, from the expensive twenty-part TV adaptation of Tolstoy’s very long novel.

It’s a rare choice, then, for viewers of the national broadcaster this evening: Napoleon’s retreat from Moscow as re-imagined at great expense by the BBC’s drama department? Or Napoleon’s later defeat by allied forces near a village in what is now Belgium as re-imagined by an unknown Swedish pop group in pantaloons and glitter paint?

And it’s no choice at all in the sitting room of the suburban house in Colchester, Essex, where, having recently turned twelve, I am spending this particular Saturday night – like pretty much every other night, actually – watching television in the company, more or less, of my parents.

I say ‘more or less’ because it’s fairly obvious that the only one of the three of us who will be fully concentrated on the screen throughout tonight’s protracted spectacular (subsequent programmes may overrun, cautions our Cliff-fronted copy of Radio Times) is going to be me. My mother, typically, with an anglepoise lamp ablaze beside her armchair, will be devoting the better part of her energies to the creation of one of the patchwork quilts that she seems to be producing in industrial quantities in this period. My father, equally typically, will be dividing his attention between the screen, a newspaper, and the backs of his eyelids.

I alone in this room will be achieving the state of trance-like engrossment which Eurovision no doubt merits – though not, I should admit, because I am helplessly in thrall to the contest’s allure, but because I learned a long time ago in this sitting room that any discernible lapse in concentration on my part will automatically invite an instruction to go to bed. And at this point in my life, the avoidance of bed is essentially the mission of any and every evening, outstripping all consideration of what you might be doing while you are avoiding it, which probably isn’t very much apart from watching television. (The Song Contest, incidentally, is starting enticingly late for the semi-professional bed-avoider: 9.30 p.m.)

Anyway, whether I make it to the end or not, Tolstoy is off and Eurovision is on, which means that I am about to have my first meeting with Born, Anna, Frida and Benny.

Well, that’s what David Vine told me they were called.

We were just over half an hour and seven songs into the show, and I think it’s fair to say that the evening had not yet prepared us for anything that was going to tilt our worldview lastingly, nor even, in my father’s case, cause us to open our eyes for very long. Olivia Newton-John – our Olivia Newton-John – had come and gone, with an unhelpfully syllable-packed number called ‘Long Live Love’, gamely bouncing on her heels and swinging the floor-length sleeves of her baby blue maxi-dress, an outfit which seemed designed to put her exactly at the point where a Disney princess begins to morph into a tablecloth.

She took with her, I’m sure, the reflexive patriotic support of our living room – wakeful or otherwise – but I suspect that our hopes were tempered by the realisation that the song’s chances of cutting through in this setting depended precariously on a lot of people, for whom English was at best a second language, knowing what ‘the Sally Annie band’ was, while also being up for a song with an overt Christian ministry message. Not that there’s anything wrong with one of those, of course, but ‘Long Live Love’ – it seemed obvious – was no ‘Boom-Bang-A-Bang’ in the directness of its appeal.

And anyway, they all hate us over there, don’t they?

Beyond Olivia, the night’s songs have been weighted heavily, as ever, towards emotionally fraught ballads, each one delivered with an expression of grim thoughtfulness of the kind you might see more commonly on the face of someone struggling to process a worrying medical diagnosis. We were used to this dichotomy from Eurovision: the outfits suggested a lairy wedding reception, but the demeanours indicated some difficult months ahead for all concerned. Utterly typical were ABBA’s direct precursors on the roster, song number seven, the Yugoslavian entry, a heavily coiffed but thoroughly combed all-male group named (this was daring) Korni. The collars of their metallic green and purple shirts were staging a riotous party on the shoulders of their white tuxedos, yet the band themselves seemed, to a man, unreachably anxious.

In other words, so far, so Eurovision.

But all this was about to change.

‘And we move now across into Sweden,’ says David Vine, the BBC’s voice, more famously, of skiing and snooker, but whose gently enthusiastic Devonian burr is on secondment to the Brighton Dome for the night and is providing the voice-over for a short preliminary film package which has opened on some footage of city rooftops under a wintry sun.

Sweden is ‘the largest of the Scandinavian countries,’ Vine knowledgeably confides. ‘And although we’re looking at streets,’ he continues, ‘it’s a country full of mountains, lakes and forests.’

Even before one can reflect on this suspiciously broad-brushed picture of the Scandinavian peninsula, Vine charges on.

‘And, of course, it’s also full of blonde Vikings,’ he adds, ‘and this is one of the reasons why it’s good for pictures.’

The second part of that sentence is offered with a low laugh. Does my twelve-year-old self pick up on this winking association of blonde Swedes with ‘photography’? I’m not sure it does, but Vine now generously develops the theme to the point where, even for a relatively sheltered twelve-year-old, his larger point is unmistakeable.

‘If all the judges were men, which they’re not, I think this group would get a lot of votes,’ Vine says, again with a practically audible wink. ‘You’ll see what I mean in a minute.’

The introductory film has now departed Stockholm and for the first time we see the actual band, standing together. Atkinson’s Folly, in person. They are compliantly holding a pose at what seems to be a general press photo-call, and as the camera pans along the line and pauses on each of their faces in turn, Vine carefully identifies them for us.

‘These are the ABBA group,’ he explains. ‘Born… Frida… that’s Anna beside her with the blonde hair… and Benny.’

It will be a little while before I discover that Anna generally prefers to go by the name Agnetha (or ‘Agneta Faeltskog-Ulvaeus’, as it appears in the official programme), and that Born actually has a ‘j’ in his name (and also, in the programme, an ‘e’ – ‘Bjoern’ – translating the presence in other printed sources of an umlaut over the ‘o’), and that, accordingly, with apologies to Vine, his name includes a shadowy second syllable. Or maybe not, depending how quickly you can say it.

It will also be some time before I know for certain that the one Vine confidently told me was Born – but who is really Bjoern or Björn – was, in fact, Benny, and the one Vine authoritatively labelled as Benny was, in fact, Born/Bjoern/Björn.

Still, as Vine usefully explains, if you put all four of these peoples’ initials together, it spells ABBA, although only if you restore to Frida her full name, Anni-Frid (or, as it appeared in the programme, ‘Annifrid’).

Getting to know ABBA is already proving to be quite complicated. In a lot of ways, it would continue to be.

No time to worry about that now, though, because there’s one further small indignity to be visited on the band in the form of a short concluding sequence in which they take it in turns to part, and peer semi-smilingly through, the leaves of what seems to be a giant potted yucca plant. These images have been jump-cut to create a ‘now you see them, now you don’t’ effect and, compounding the powerful sense of cheapness, the whole set-up has been filmed conveniently close to the stage door at the Dome, possibly by the bins – or so it would appear from the backstage passes dangling from lanyards around the group’s necks and from the metal air-conditioning vents which are this scene’s less-than-arresting backdrop, containing not even a hint of Sweden’s famously abundant mountains, lakes and forests.

And, with that, the film ends and we’re back, live, in the arena and witnessing the arrival at the podium, to ritual applause, of the Swedish delegation’s conductor.

‘The song is called…’ Vine begins, but then he has to pull himself up short.

‘Oh! And it’s Napoleon!’ he cries, his voice breaking over what sounds like a genuine bark of delight.

Indeed, Sven Olof-Walldoff (‘Olaf-Waldorf’ in Vine’s again slightly chaotic pronunciation) has just marched to the head of the orchestra in full nineteenth-century military regalia, including tailcoat and tricorn hat, and with one hand tucked away beneath his jacket, just like in the portraits.

So far, still so Eurovision.

But here they come, as promised by Vine – the ABBA group. There’s a couple of bars of galloping guitar, bundled together with a brightly chiming piano, and as it plays, Anna/Agnetha and Frida/Anni-Frid/Annifrid come barrelling down the catwalk from the back of the stage and into our lives, microphone cables paying out behind them.

‘My my!’ they sing, and it’s as if the show has suddenly shifted a gear and somebody somewhere has stepped on the accelerator.

Frida/Annifrid is in some kind of slashed peasant skirt in rust and ivory, and a white blouse strung with chains that glint like fairy lights. Anna/Agnetha is in an electric-blue bomberjacket-and-pantaloons combo, with a matching knitted cap and stack-heeled silver boots, and is obliged to remove a stray wisp of hair from her face before she can properly get down to business. They are both rocking their shoulders and singing in unison, their voices clear and hard.

‘Oh yeah!’

Then they’re into the chorus and swinging their hips, twisting as much as the vertiginous heels on their respective footwear will allow. They smile a lot – down the camera and into our living room, which is, of course, smart showbusiness, but also at each other, at which point they seem to be smiling because singing the song is making them smile. At one point, Frida gathers her skirt in one hand and swishes it backwards and forwards a couple of times. Something about this unpretentious and slightly self-mocking gesture, alive to the absurdity of the moment, reminds you of something which the evening has not much offered until this point: unforced fun.

‘A-wo wo wo wo Waterloo…’

This song, you are obliged to concede, is catchy as hell. It doesn’t just build to a hook; it glistens with hooks, all the way along its length – in the vocal lines, between the vocal lines, around all the edges, at every transition: piano crashes, guitar splashes, a tooted saxophone. It doesn’t seem to be wasting a second or leaving a moment to chance.

It also sounds an awful lot like now, which in this context is the most startling thing. The music of the Eurovision Song Contest in these years tends to dabble with contemporary ingredients much in the way my Aunt Eileen might add a sightly risky brooch to a sober Sunday church outfit. But this song from Sweden is wholeheartedly and persuasively a piece of pop music as the world beyond Eurovision currently understands it. It’s Wizzard’s ‘See My Baby Jive’ meets The Sweet’s ‘Blockbuster’ meets The Foundations’ ‘Build Me Up Buttercup’ meets The Supremes’ ‘Baby Love’ meets The Beach Boys’ ‘Help Me Rhonda’. And it seems to have been made in a studio where Phil Spector and Tony Visconti were, at the very least, popping in and out to keep an eye on things production-wise. Not that I’m in a position to put my finger on much of that right now, of course. But it doesn’t matter because the song is also performing one of the great magic tricks of pop piracy when it’s done well: it’s reminding you pleasingly of what you know and love, while coming at you as something convincingly and wholly new, which you also love.

Meanwhile, the director of the television pictures is acquainting us very thoroughly with Agnetha and Frida as they sing and bop and smile. But what of Born and Benny? Whither those two? If he doesn’t already know it, this is the night Björn Ulvaeus learns a harsh lesson about showbusiness, and it’s this. You can zip yourself into a black boilersuit hung with chains, lower your legs into a pair of knee-high silver boots with heels like house bricks, and hang around your neck a novelty electric guitar in the shape of a squashed satellite, but in the force-field generated by the mutual operation of Agnetha Fältskog and Anni-Frid Lyngstad, no television producer on earth is going to offer you more than a few grudging flashes of screen time for your efforts.

And it’s worse still for the one we think is Born but who is actually Benny. There’s occasionally a long shot of the stage which includes him, seated out to the right. But otherwise his hands, glimpsed briefly on the piano keys, are the only bit of him that we are invited to contemplate in detail for quite a while. Indeed, by the time the producers finally get around to showing him in close-up, we are into the song’s last chorus.

In fact, the two session musicians on the stage get more exposure than Born and Benny, particularly the bassist, Rutger Gunnarsson, whose position puts him behind Agnetha’s left shoulder and who holds his electric bass in an unfashionably upright position, its neck practically pointing to the ceiling, as if he’s trying to squeeze through a narrow gap. Meanwhile Ola Brunkert is as stationary as a person can be while playing a drum kit. It’s almost as though the pair of them – these members of ABBA who are not ABBA – have been carefully briefed not to create a distraction. Frankly, though, in this circumstance, with Agnetha and Frida doing their thing, they could set fire to each other and perform a flaming tango together, and Camera 2 would still only come to them fleetingly and in the smouldering aftermath.

Still, in as much as we see him, Born who is actually Benny has got my attention. He’s at the piano, and that’s my instrument. There’s an ancient and poorly tuned upright taking up (my mother will eagerly tell you) too much space in the adjacent room – technically my father’s office – but on which, while it survives, I am doing quite a lot of untutored thumping during this period, to my own pleasure, if no one else’s. Yet, to my chagrin, the piano is not an instrument you frequently see in the pop arena. OK, Elton John is doing some sterling work in this area, but mostly the piano seems to be cropping up in marginal and frequently even undesirable roles, such as being played by Gilbert O’Sullivan in his chosen persona as a hollowed-out Victorian chimney sweep’s assistant, or by Hilda Woodward, who is literally the mum of one of the blokes in Lieutenant Pigeon of ‘Mouldy Old Dough’ fame, and what a low blow that moment in history was for the self-esteem of apprentice pianists everywhere.

This is how the world is arranged, as far as I can tell: playing the piano is an accomplishment, but playing the guitar is a statement – especially the electric guitar, but actually any guitar. I am overdue an acoustic pianist whom I can properly revere at the frontline of up-tempo pop, and certainly at the frontline of glam rock, where the instrument has been foregrounded just about never.

Still, here’s this guy Born, who is really Benny. Is this my redeemer? OK, the frilly cuffs protruding from his glossy lilac jacket seem a bit ornate, and possibly even a little obstructive – but there’s the glimmer of something, from my point of view. His eyes aren’t locked on his fingers, the way mine have to be. He doesn’t seem noticeably trapped by the instrument, nor awkwardly cornered by it. He doesn’t seem to be at all embarrassed to be playing the piano. On the contrary, he looks as if there is nothing he would rather be doing.

It’s fleeting, obviously, because the cameras pass back to Agnetha and Frida as soon as is politely possible, but there’s an example there, maybe. A potential way forward.

Each of the singers takes a little stepped turn through 360 degrees as the saxophone plays its chorus-sealing riff for the last time and the song ends.

At this moment I know, as well as I know anything, who I want to win this thing.






3 Numbers game


David Vine is definitely impressed. ‘How about that for an onstage performance? Sweden have never won it, but they’ve surely got to be up among the reckoning with that one.’

Well, I only hope he’s right. And when has he ever been wrong?

This much I know: if ABBA win, they will have to come back out and repeat the song. And that’s an outcome very much to be desired because I’m not sure when I’ll get to hear it again otherwise. There’s a long way to go, though. Another nine countries still stand between us and an encore at this stage, including, most dangerous of all, the act which David Vine will remind us has come into this evening as the bookies’ favourite – the Netherlands’ entry, Mouth & MacNeal. (ABBA, you may care to know, were somewhere out at 20/1 by the time betting closed.) Up twelfth, these two are offering a wave-along duet called ‘I See a Star’, which does indeed seem to have a potentially Eurovision-clinching aura about it, not least in sounding like the kind of tune that might reasonably accompany the gentle rotations of a children’s fairground ride – and when have the Eurovision juries ever been able to resist one of those?

This could be tight.

Known in other circumstances as Big Mouth, and on his passport as Willem Duyn, Mouth presents as a kind of Dutch Meat Loaf – a gehaktbrood, if you will – in knee-length boots and a giant leathery jerkin fastened across his big chest with chains, and staring out at us hot and wide-eyed from beneath unruly hair. He is clearly devoting some serious energy to not appearing to take this Eurovision lark seriously. In the preliminary film package, he has been shown capering in circles on a piece of Brighton greensward while holding some balloons on a string and towing his unbelievably complaisant singing partner behind him in a handcart. Crazy guy, clearly. Now, as they sing together, he playfully nudges and cuffs MacNeal, and at one point ruffles her carefully arranged blonde hair. MacNeal – who is more fully Maggie MacNeal, but was born Sjoukje van’t Spijker; fortunately, David Vine doesn’t go anywhere near any of this – does a magnificent job of not looking remotely irritated by any of these surely amazingly infuriating antics, but continues to bop gamely in a blouse and trousers.

In a further worrying development, Mouth & MacNeal have come with additional help in the form of a prop. Standing just to one side, their band’s keyboard player is burdened not only by surely the largest pair of loon pants flown in an indoor setting in 1974, but also by a bulky carnival-barker’s music box, hung by a strap around his neck and topped with foot-high puppets representing… well, hang on. Now we’re in close on them, that’s Mouth and MacNeal, isn’t it? Mouth and MacNeal in cloth form.

Come the first chorus, where the arrangement breaks down to a jaunty pipe-organ theme, the full-size Mouth approaches the keyboard player, kneels beside him and cranks the music box’s handle, causing the miniature MacNeal on top to spin beside the floppy miniature Mouth while the real Mouth looks out into the audience and gapes in exaggerated delight.

Talk about a coup de théâtre. OK, these days, when Eurovision entrants routinely perform while being menaced by dancers in gorilla suits (Italy, 2017), setting fire to the ornate staircases on which their pianos are resting (Ukraine, 2018), or depicting themselves naked in hologram form beside howling wolves (Belarus, 2016), this piece of craft-class puppeteering would barely merit a stifled yawn. However, on the largely bare and entirely static pastel-coloured stage of the Brighton Dome in 1974, it feels like the circus has suddenly come to town. And bringing puppets.

These are troubling scenes. But will it be enough to swing the judging against ABBA? That’s the big question. And I find I am surprisingly keen that it shouldn’t be. It would be a musical travesty, for one thing. And I really do want to hear that ABBA song again.

The rest of the contest passes without much further ado, and certainly without further scene-stealing puppetry. While the judges finalise their various decisions prior to the voting phase, we get a moment to gather ourselves with the interval entertainment, which is supplied by The Wombles. This is probably the moment when my father stirs himself to depart for the kitchen and make the two cups of instant coffee with boiled milk that is my parents’ habitual mid-to-late-evening drink. But I’m not going anywhere. As a poster-owning fan of long standing who will shortly be taking delivery of The Wombles’ next commitment to wax, the single ‘Banana Rock’, I am very happy to see Orinoco and company on board, and perfectly content that this is what the producers of the show should be offering up to the rest of Europe as an exhibition of contemporary British excellence in this window of opportunity for what we would now call UK plc.
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