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  INTRODUCTION


  What is a song? Music and words tell a story, convey an emotion, conjure up images. Songs have been doing this for centuries, although the popular song as we know it today in the West, with its verses and choruses and often romantic lyrics, is directly descended from the lovelorn ballads that were toured around Europe by medieval troubadours, who were in turn influenced by the music of Islamic Spain.


  But songs are more than verses and choruses and melodies. A song is a mystery. It has a unique ability to summon up memories, to bind people together, to make us tingle with pleasure. It can move us, and it can make us move. Neurologists have found that listening to a song, with music and lyrics and rhythm, affects many different parts of the brain, fizzing out into all four of its lobes and connecting them to create an experience that is like no other. It’s like going on a journey – but sometimes the world seems to stop. It can summon up the past; yet songs are always moving forward. There is nothing else like it – a synthesis of words and music whose impact is both cerebral and physical.


  And something else happens, in addition to all of this, when a song is taken on and adapted by a new ‘voice’. A song that has become strongly associated with a particular singer or group – often, these days, the people who wrote it – takes on new resonances; sometimes we as listeners are shocked. Sometimes, it doesn’t seem right. Sometimes, though, it works – it sings, and the song takes on a new life.


  Which brings us to the contents of this book. Like its predecessor, The Life of a Song Volume 2 is a compilation of columns that have appeared in FT Weekend. Each chapter tells the story of a well-known song, unearthing its archaeology, its biography, its descendants. The songs here range in style from pure pop to primal rock’n’roll, from crunching blues-rock to swirling psychedelia. Some date back to the nineteenth century, such as ‘O Sole Mio’, which began life as a Neapolitan ballad and became a hit in the hands of Elvis Presley as ‘It’s Now or Never’. This is also one of three songs in these pages that have become popular on the football terraces of Britain, and elsewhere – the others being The White Stripes’ ‘Seven Nation Army’, whose riff became globally adopted as a wordless chant, and ‘You’ll Never Walk Alone’, which started out as a hymnal number in the Rodgers and Hammerstein musical Carousel.


  Some songs have transcended genres: ‘Time After Time’, a hit for thrift-store icon Cyndi Lauper in 1983, became a staple in the repertoire of Miles Davis. Some, such as ‘Greensleeves’, have mysterious histories; though it’s widely believed to have been written by Henry VIII, this is almost certainly a myth. Some were revised by their songwriters before recording: if The Kinks’ ‘Waterloo Sunset’ had been released under its original title, ‘Liverpool Sunset’, would it have had the same impact? There are gleaming factoid-nuggets such as these scattered throughout the 50 stories that make up this book. It’s a book to dip into, offering bite-sized essays that inform and entertain, and will send readers scurrying back to listen to these songs in all their beauty and mystery.
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