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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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