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About the Book

The spangled insanity, the stubborn reinforcement of crude national stereotypes, the scoreboard shamelessly corrupted by cross-border friendship and hatred…throughout those long post-ABBA decades, the Eurovision Song Contest has been drawing 450 million of us to the sofa for all the wrong reasons. And the most gloriously wrong of all: our enduring fascination with the unfortunates left to wander the desolate summit of Mount Fiasco without a point to their names.

From Lisbon to Liverpool, from the Black Sea to the Baltic, Tim Moore travels the continent to track down the thirteen Eurominstrels who suffered the entertainment world’s prime humiliation.
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Nul Points

‘OUR NEXT SONG for Europe is performed by Jane Alexander,’ intones Terry Wogan, with a gentle reverence he won’t be deploying too often on finals night two months hence, ‘and it’s called Shame.’

One walked out of the Blockbusters studio with three gold runs and an adventure break in North Wales under his belt, another was once asked out by Placido Domingo, a third competed with distinction as Sicily’s representative at the 1983 Italian Donkey Kong championships. But of all my friends’ most notable achievements, none is more impressive nor improbable than the feat whose perpetrator is now hunched and cringing on an adjacent sofa.

The lazy, pitiless jeers that have cannoned around this south-London front room for the past half-hour fade to avid silence; three of us lean forward and Jane sinks back, watching through face-clasped fingers as her rather younger self manoeuvres a pair of spinnaker-sized red lapels through the side curtains.

A Song For Europe is Eurovision’s school of hard knocks, and reliving its videotaped 1989 incarnation, my wife Birna and I, and Jane’s husband Chas, have been pulling no punches. Our hooted derision has seen off the snaggle-toothed puffball pixies and the hungover minicab controller; one especially vicious blast blew Jason Donovan’s cousin clean out of the ugly tree. And how we’ve thrilled to the period catwalk comedy that is such a treasured Eurovision rite: four acts in, the have-your-eye-out shoulder pads aren’t quite the mirth-magnet they were, but the back-combed, sprayed-up, cliff-fringed tonsorial splendour is still reliably reducing us to exhausted, whimpery croaks: ‘The hair … the hair.’

Given what Terry’s introduced before, and most of what he’s going to introduce after, there seems no real justification for our hostess’s embarrassment, though I don’t imagine that jacket is too near the front of the current Alexander wardrobe. Jane quickly confirms what our eyes and ears have been telling us throughout years of friendship: she has a fantastic voice, and she looks great. For the next three minutes her performance thrills not only her front-room companions, but the fêted studio guest whose verdict Terry now requests.

‘I hope that sounded as good at home as it did here,’ enthuses Lulu, in breathy, eager Glaswegian lite. ‘That really is my favourite. Wasn’t she terrific!’

The audience expresses its loud consent, Birna and I yelp ‘Boom-Bang-A-Bang!’ in ragged unison, and Jane finally lets her hands drop from her face.

‘Yeah, well, not that terrific,’ she murmurs, wryly, ‘or I’d have done better than third.’

Oh, come on! This is Eurovision, or very nearly, an institution watched by half the world since telly began: you’ve played a part in the greatest show on earth! And how about that Lulu stuff? Lulu! A bona fide Eurovision legend, back in the days before we all started to … well, you know … like we just did … to, ah, everyone except you.

‘Um, thanks,’ says Jane.

Drafted in at very short notice when Shame’s intended performer bottled it, A Song for Europe – the national qualifier held to select Britain’s Eurovision entry – gave Jane a free roll of the fame dice, after a vocal apprenticeship served out in clubs and bars. ‘You think: Well, this could be the big moment,’ she sighs, as Live Report stroll out to reprise their winning entry. ‘Sitting in our little dressing rooms I’m sure we all thought it. Look at these guys – they went off to the final and nearly won.’

No shame in coming third to them, particularly when the well-stocked internet archives I find myself consulting the next morning reveal that with 47,664 televotes, Jane ended up just a couple of thousand shy of the puffball pixies who somehow finished second. But Eurovision wouldn’t be Eurovision without its sorry, hopeless losers, and as a child of the Wogan generation I can’t resist a gloating peek at the wrong end of the Song For Europe scoreboard: no shame in third, but perhaps – snigger – just a smidge in last.

So there’s Danny Ellis, whose performance lured just one viewer to the phone for every twenty who dialled up in support of Live Report. Just for the Good Times, eh Danny? Whoops!

I enlarge the muddy screenshot beside his score: it’s the minicab controller, focus of some of our lairier jeers. Suddenly it isn’t quite so funny. My unappealing smirk withers, like a bully’s at the inquest of his taunted victim. Eighth out eight; Danny’s dreams of stardom stillborn – from wannabe to never-was in three minutes. Viewed in guilty hindsight, there’s an earnest fragility in those pasty, nondescript features, a poignant, unschooled haplessness in that slightly bouffant centre parting and the night-out-at-Harvester jacket.

If A Song for Europe was an unexpected opportunity for Jane, for Danny it must have seemed the biggest break since half of Beachy Head fell off. Out of the blue you’re offered a shot at the big-time, then live before the Saturday-night prime-time millions, you unload straight into your foot.

It hardly bears thinking about, so of course for the rest of that day I do little else. I’m still doing it long after the online revelation of Danny’s happy ending: the Florida home shared with wife and daughter, the voice seminars and workshops, even the release of a recent album, albeit one that expresses his journey to joy through the teachings of Prem Rawat. And I’m doing it because it’s just not possible to dwell on Eurovision misfortune without pondering the fate of those who finished not just last, but least, and whose reward was a flatly derisive soubriquet that has come to exemplify ignominious ineptitude. The gold standard of catastrophic failure, the benchmark of badness, it’s a catchphrase that sits alongside Waterloo, Bucks Fizz and that German girl on a stool with her big white guitar in our shared Eurovision memories, a catchphrase whose universality, as I swiftly discover, has now attracted the Oxford University Press lexicographers.

nul points n. a score of zero in a contest; a verdict of abysmal quality. A facetious British usage inspired by the Eurovision Song Contest.

Ah, that facetious British usage, and oh, its inspiration.

Here, in the land that Katie Boyle first taught us to know as la Royaume Uni, we gave birth to the pop song, nurtured it to wise maturity. Pop was our gift to the world, and on a Saturday night each May, we’d settle smugly down on the sofa to watch our hapless continental brethren try and return the favour. At 8 p.m., Terry Wogan would welcome us with a complicit chuckle to Zagreb’s Vatroslav Lisinski Hall, or the Palais de Centenaire in Brussels, and an evening of unfailingly hilarious schadenfreude would unfold. We gave them toe-tappers, they gave us thigh-slappers. La, la, la, ding, dang, dong, ho, ho, ho.

The Eurovision Song Contest entertained us in ways it was never supposed to: we tittered at its kitsch inanity, its stubborn reinforcement of the crudest national stereotypes, at a scoreboard shamelessly corrupted by cross-border amity and hatred. A ludicrous, lamé farce, three hours of Austrian power ballads, hand-jiving Latvians and Maltese electro-folk. A towering cathedral of cheese, constructed entirely without cheddar.

What is it pride comes before? We found out on 24 May 2003, live from the Skonto Arena in Riga. Tackling our nation’s chosen song for Europe, chirpy Scouse duo Jemini launched into Cry Baby half an octave south of the backing track, then spent three agonising minutes failing to find their way back. Don McLean’s was not the last word on the subject – this was the day the music died.

The incompetent delivery of awful songs had been luring us to the sofa for years. That yodelling, sequinned Hungarian; the Travolta-maned Turkish rasper in his tieless white three-piece, those bearded, whistling Danes: no ESC was complete without its daft, deluded musical martyrs, trampled in the stampede towards our continent’s lowest cultural dominator. But this … well, this was never supposed to happen.

‘Here are the results from the Icelandic jury,’ announced a shaky Nordic voice. No mention of la Royaume Uni in the faltering list that followed, nor from Austria, nor Ireland, nor Turkey. Terry Wogan’s chortling contempt rang dismally hollow for the rest of the evening; that British usage would, henceforth, be rather less facetious. Nul pwah, since student days in everyday use as a response to acts of slapstick clumsiness, was quietly dropped from my vocabulary.

Eurovision was one of the rare international competitions the British had never entered as underdogs; I wasn’t quite sure how to recalibrate my scornometer. Watching a Frenchwoman totter around the 2004 stage in six-foot stilts, I understood that sober respect for the contest as a whole might, as the football fraternity would have it, be too big an ask. But the minimum requirement, surely, was humbled compassion for the scoreboard-proppers, those whose injury we had for years delighted in supplementing with insult. The old reflex had been there when I barked a jeer at the dunce in A Song For Europe’s class of ‘89, but its hooted follow-up had died in my throat and now, in a spirit of penance and forgiveness, I had done my bit towards the rehabilitation of Danny Ellis.

And his, I now reminded myself, was a blow softened by 6,777 telephonic messages of support, a solace of sorts on that long journey to joy. But to win the national qualifier and get to the final, to jump with all your eager might on the gilded springboard to ABBA-land and feel it shatter, to have so far to fall with nothing to cushion your landing, to awake after the worst night of your life and find sympathy boiled down to poorly stifled sniggers in the hotel lobby … to max out at the Eurovision Song Contest is to find yourself atop the lonely, windswept summit of Mount Fiasco.

Even the most disastrous humiliations of my life barely register on the nul points Richter scale. The mind alights reluctantly on the occasion I lavishly succumbed to sea-sickness while taking off my polo-neck in a cabin full of Norwegians; on my blared enquiry as I cheekily leafed through a female friend’s diary in front of a large group of associates: ‘So who’s this “P” you’ve been meeting every month, eh?’ And then there was the moment, in distant early childhood, when Mrs Hoyle forced a Breton fishermen’s jersey over my pudding-bowled head and shoved me out from the wings to stand in for her bed-bound protégée at the Silverdale Primary annual pageant. It is difficult even now to relive the centre-stage horrors I suffered thereafter, a half-dancing, half-singing study in blinking, craven, spotlit bewilderment as the chorus line behind rollocked their way through All the Nice Girls Love a Sailor. Thirty-five years on, the memories are still weighing my head down below the public-performance parapet. We’ve all cocked up at the karaoke, but who can conceive of the monumental indignities sustained by the nul-pointer who stands up to be counted by all the peoples of Europe, and then isn’t?

These performers didn’t just walk on to that one stage and bomb; in appealing to each and every Eurovision jury they effectively entered two dozen separate contests around the continent, sang their little song, the repository of all their hopes and dreams, then had to sustain those brittle Eurosmiles as duck after duck after duck popped up on the giant scoreboard, a deck of portholes stretching along its busy superstructure. Did they like me in Germany? Nein. Latvia? Ne. Right across the continent, from Reykjavik to Riga, Lisbon to Limassol, they’d watched and listened, then yawned, cringed, guffawed. Heady excitement curdled into towering, grandiose humiliation, before a crowded auditorium and half a billion live viewers. All nudging each other with the same pitiless rhetorical query: how about that Norwegian pillock, eh?

Well, now that I mention it: how about that Norwegian pillock? It’s a Saturday night in mid-adolescence, and I’m sprawled and smirking on the sofa, already enjoying Eurovision for all the wrong reasons. And here he comes, the majestic wrongest of all those wrongs, some straw-haired ninny in bad shades and braces, prancing his way to infamy. No one forgets their first nul-pointer.

Though in doing so I’m dimly aware of slipping further into the realms of obsession, it doesn’t take long to put a name to that fuzzy, half-remembered face. Jahn Teigen, 1978, the nul points granddaddy, the reason Norway now has those two words branded across its buttocks. ‘Eurovision’s most notorious flop,’ begins the BBC’s brutally terse biography, ‘Teigen sang Mil Etter Mil while twanging his braces and kicking his legs.’ A small picture portrays a man in red trousers energetically thus engaged. ‘He went on to run Norway’s only private pub-brewery and a naturopathic pharmacy.’

Now there’s a sentence you don’t just read once. Running widened eyes across it a third time, the Jemini-flavoured contrition with which I’d recalled my unedifying part in Jahn Teigen’s downfall is swept aside by a surge of more stirring sentiment. Yes, I was there when Jahn was thrown down the nul points mineshaft, cackling harshly as his screams faded to an echo; now, though, all these years later, I’m here again as in weary triumph he hauls himself out, this time awed to respectful silence by those heroic powers of recuperative reinvention. From pan-continental laughing stock to hippie publican, here was a survivor with an extraordinary tale to tell. Little red-trousered man on my monitor, I salute you.

It’s only as I scroll down the page that whimsical curiosity hardens into excited, righteous, torso-tautening determination. For below Jahn’s entry is a roll-call of the nul points fallen, some names distantly resonant, others no more to me than unknown warrior-minstrels left face-down in the Eurovision no man’s land. Remedios Amaya, Tor Endresen, Seyyal Taner, Gunvor Guggisberg … on it goes, from Jahn to Jemini, from Oslo to Istanbul, fourteen sacrificed reputations remembered on the entertainment world’s most luridly desecrated memorial. Fourteen hands to shake, fourteen stories to hear, fourteen shaming wrongs to right.

So headily mesmeric is this fledgling vision that it’s hardly a surprise to encounter its mission statement twice in the course of a single evening’s telly-watching. I first hear Jeremy Clarkson employ those two evocative words during some lavish vehicular dismissal, and then, rather more divertingly, Doctor Who, taunting the Daleks as they fail to broach the Tardis forcefield: ‘Is that it? Useless! Nul pwah!’ And this from one who can draw his insults from right across the space-time continuum: as a pan-galactic benchmark of arrant, ignominious failure, it shall endure until the end of history. Unless … yes, unless I travel back through the colourful sands of Eurovision time, scrubbing away the stigma of a nul points past with fourteen heartwarming tales of life after scoreboard death, castrating that brutal phrase – snip, slash – of its malevolent might.

So let me come to you, strange Jahn and your thirteen persecuted apostles: I wish only to cleanse myself and my nation of the guilty stain of facetious usage, to share your pain and hail your salvation, to hear where you are now, and, um, why you were then. I shall travel to your homes in Eurovision’s loneliest outposts, offering escape from exile on that light-entertainment Elba, years after finally facing your Waterloo. How could you ever refuse? You’ll feel like you win when you lose.

On 12 February 1950, representatives of twenty-three broadcasting organisations from around the continent gathered in a Torquay conference room to hammer out a system of technical co-operation. It can’t have been a long meeting – with peace not yet five years old, technical co-operation meant establishing who’d hold the ladder and who’d twiddle the bent coat-hanger on the roof – yet the gathering was significant as the first held by the European Broadcasting Union.

By the time Swiss TV director Marcel Bezençon rose to address his fellow delegates in Monaco five years later, the EBU and its realm had conspicuously evolved. The Union now found itself at the helm of a pioneering network of pan-continental communication channels, capable of transmitting simultaneous footage right across Europe for the first time; though only 5 per cent of European households had access to a television in 1955, the projections accurately predicted a rapid surge in ownership.

And if the EBU had at last fashioned the infrastructural means to join hands, eyes and ears across its borders, it would now be doing so in pursuit of a sombrely urgent end. The continent that had, a short decade earlier, been the crucible of history’s bloodiest war now found itself in the no man’s land of a stand-off that threatened to end in unthinkable apocalypse. The Warsaw Pact had just been signed and, as the looming Suez Crisis would emphasise, the US now considered the old European powers a tiresome irrelevance. The Cold War battle lines were being drawn, and Europeans watched in ratcheting terror as they were drawn right across their front gardens.

As the Soviets crowded Europe’s eastern borders with mid-range thermonuclear missiles, by 1955 the forces encroaching from the west carried a rather more subtle threat. That year saw the British release of Blackboard Jungle, a transatlantic depiction of teenage discontent whose screenings incited audiences to trash the local Odeon before nipping down the shops for a copy of the theme tune; Bill Haley’s Rock Around the Clock topped the year-end UK charts. American Forces Radio was becoming the station of choice for millions across the continent, and with the first transatlantic phone cable nearing completion there were loudly voiced fears of a cultural takeover.

Perhaps raising his voice above disgruntled reminiscences of sodding Torquay in bloody February, Marcel explained that the EBU was not in Monaco for a publicly funded piss-up down the casino. The vision that haunted him was of a newly united Europe destroyed in tender infancy, if not through annihilation in the nuclear crossfire, then by stealthy annexation into the American empire. There wasn’t much he could do about the first, perhaps, but in the EBU’s new pan-European broadcast network he saw a powerful weapon in the fight to bolster the continent’s cultural identity.

The technology had already been successfully trialled: on 6 June 1954, three million viewers across Europe had been triumphantly welcomed to a yodel-float drive-by, live from the Montreux Narcissus Festival. The summer season of transmissions that ensued – a party for refugee children in Holland, an athletics meet in Glasgow, Pope Pius XII’s thoughts on the mixed blessings of television, in Latin – had been bracketed together by the EBU as ‘the Lille Experiment’, in recognition of the control centre’s location. It took Evening Standard journalist George Campey to come up with a blanket term less suggestive of some diabolical instrument of subliminal indoctrination. ‘“Eurovision” is a system for the exchange of television programmes between the countries of western Europe,’ he declared, and a nickname was born.

The triumph of these eclectic summer broadcasts convinced Marcel that an annual flagship event offered the most effective means of spreading unity through Eurovision. Around the Monaco conference table he outlined the options. Unless Esperanto belatedly took off in a big way there were clear drawbacks with anything overly reliant upon the spoken word. Physical competition was one obvious answer, but logistical difficulties precluded a major annual sporting tournament (the quadrennial, Marcel-inspired European football championships were launched in 1960), and it would be a decade before some oaf-rich EBU committee concocted Jeux Sans Frontières.

Marcel’s conclusion was that European harmony might be best celebrated – and the burgeoning threat of US cultural imperialism best forestalled – via the fearsome rallying might of light entertainment. His first suggestion, a ‘Eurovision cup for amateur entertainers’, lost out in the show of hands – if that Dutchman hadn’t been asleep, we’d have spent those springtime Saturday nights watching Björn saw Agnetha in half while Brotherhood of Man circled the stage on a motorcycle pyramid; how rewarding to picture Jahn Teigen as the madcap MC, hooting Norwegian one-liners through a megaphone.

Instead the delegates plumped for Marcel’s plan B, inspired by the San Remo Song Festival, a glitzy extravaganza that for five years had been drawing big names to the Italian Riviera. The framework was laid out for a contest ‘to promote high-quality original songwriting in the field of popular music’, one wherein all EBU nations would sublimate their rivalries in ritualised artistic combat. ‘After centuries of taunting, discordant chants,’ he may have declared, ‘let all of Europe sing together in harmony! Um … and in Switzerland, because it was all my idea.’

No one was about to argue with a man who had written a fond memoir of Mussolini’s adventures in pre-war Switzerland: on 24 May 1956, Thursday-night viewers across the continent watched the monochrome figure of Jetty Paerl take to the stage of Lugano’s Teatro Kursaal. She burst into De Vogels Van Holland not a moment too soon: the next day Blue Suede Shoes broke into the UK top ten, and before the weekend was out the Americans had detonated the first aerial H-bomb out at Bikini Atoll.

As a centralised European committee, the EBU did its best to strangle the new baby with red tape. Of the ten nations who had agreed to participate in what was more precisely the first Eurovision Grand Prix – still the preferred term across the continent – three (including the United Kingdom) were disqualified for registering after an obscurely declared official deadline. Abruptly faced with a humiliatingly truncated show, the organisers demanded that each surviving nation perform two songs – a convenience for the Belgians and Swiss, who were thereby able to appease the bulk of their linguistically disparate populations, but not for the Luxembourgeois: when Michel Arnaud took to the Teatro Kursaal stage for the second time, he did so in a different jacket that wasn’t fooling anyone.

Alongside mindless bureaucratic pedantry, another of the themes that now define Eurovision was apparent in that debut year. More at home on the spine of an Observer handbook than circling the label of a chart-topping 45, Jetty’s The Birds of Holland established an enduring tradition of musically saluting our continent’s fauna in general and its avian diversity in particular; Switzerland’s other entry, translated as The Old Carousel, was meanwhile the first in what for two decades would be an almost annual celebration of fairground infrastructure and accessories. When Europe was required to embody itself on the back of a banknote, it came up with a series of bridges; asked to do so lyrically, its default choice in those early years was a puppet, a small boy or a flock of starlings. The Eurovision success of Father Ted’s My Lovely Horse came as no surprise to seasoned contest-watchers.

Thus was born the trivial banality that in 1982 inspired the French to announce a unilateral Eurovision boycott. ‘This so-called pop-music competition,’ declared their minister of culture, ‘is nothing more than a monument to drivel.’ More than a little rich, for prominent amongst the many Gallic dedications decorating that metaphorical edifice is the name of Jean-Paul Mauric. On 18 March 1961, lounge-suited Jean-Paul strode out on to the stage at the Palais des Festivals in Cannes to deliver his nation’s entry, Printemps, a song whose opening line was to have unfortunate and enduring repercussions for Eurovision watchers in the decades ahead. ‘Bing et bong,’ Jean-Paul stridently declared, arms splayed, neat quiff tilted slightly aloft, ‘et bing et bong et bing.’

Yet by then the contest was well established as an institution, drawing TV audiences that no non-sporting event could match. In 1970, more than 180 million viewers tuned in; that year Brazil and Chile watched live on satellite, with Japan and much of southern Asia following the year after. The competition that started life as a rather drab parade of cocktail-bar crooners had developed into an extravagant showdown between some of the era’s greatest pop performers in all their period finery: Sandie Shaw’s barefoot victory in 1967 heralded the end of the ballgown-and-tuxedo era. Puppet on a String ended the year as the UK’s best-selling single, topping charts right across the continent. Eurovision has always dragged its cultural anchor, but having belatedly acknowledged the all-conquering rise of commercial pop, the contest now swiftly established itself as the phenomenon’s mightiest kingmaker.

For an insight into the contest’s significance at this time, we need look no further than the experience of its most notable runner-up. When Spain’s La La La pipped Congratulations by a single point in the 1968 final, frilly-shirted Cliff Richard – comfortably the biggest star to have stood on a Eurovision stage – was apparently driven to such entertaining extremes of embittered fury that he ended the evening locked in the Albert Hall gents. Five years later, he arrived in Luxembourg equipped for the worst: by the time Power to All our Friends had come home third, Cliff was already slumped in a Valium-induced backstage slumber.

‘A dull song,’ he muttered, prodded awake to give an opinion of Anne-Marie David’s victorious offering – more gracious than he’d been in 1968, when confessing a desire to congratulate Spain’s Massiel by ‘shaking her warmly by the throat’. Three decades on he had still to forgive or forget. Halfway through the 1997 final, sporting that alarming Yorkshire Ripper beard grown for his musical Heathcliff, up popped Cliff between acts to deliver a snatch of Congratulations, rounding it off with an arms-folded, pursed-lip glare into the camera: ‘Good luck if any of you tonight sell as many as that one did,’ he hissed, ‘even though it didn’t win.’

With this sort of high-octane action taking place up the top of the scoreboard, there was as yet little interest in the bottom. Few even noticed when Belgium’s Fud Leclerc started the no-ball rolling in 1962, the first of four acts that year to go home pointless. (Fud’s undoing was very probably his technique of substituting volume for precision during Ton Nom’s more challenging high notes, but in all honesty the four-time veteran had been skirting the Eurovoid for many years. The decision to announce only the winner in 1956 may have spared Fud’s blushes: it’s not easy to imagine any orthodox judge putting his or her tick beside The Drowned Men of the River Seine.)

Back in 1962, the international juries had a modest ninety-six points to distribute amongst the acts: between Fud’s dud and Domenico Modugno’s 1966 nul-pointer Dio Come ti Amo, no fewer than sixteen entrants had sung for their supper and gone hungry. (In 1958, Domenico confidently crooned his way through Volare and came only third; after a further failure before that 1966 nadir he must have been wondering what he had to do to win, though calling his entry something other than God How I Love You might have been a start.) The ducks were running amok on the scoreboard, but it took a four-way tie at the top of the table in 1969 for the EBU to admit the scoring system’s flaws.

Ever reluctant to challenge bureaucratic stereotype, Marcel’s boys essayed seven alternative procedures before settling upon the one in place today. The current Eurovision rule book runs to twenty-three pages, each dense with arcane meandering: ‘If it is necessary to ask for a stand-by jury, the reason(s) must be notified in writing to the Permanent Services by a notary. Upon request, the Reference Group is authorised to make an exception to the televoting rule for a country where telecommunications penetration is less than 80 per cent … Four members of each stand-by jury must be representatives of the public in the country, the other four being music professionals … There should be an equal number of men and women on each jury, with four jurors aged below thirty and four above thirty years of age … A song may be presented by a maximum of six artists, who must all have attained an age of at least sixteen years in the calendar year of the final … Upon request, the producing organisation shall provide a comprehensive drum kit and/or a grand piano …’ If a camel is a horse designed by a committee, the Eurovision is a song contest designed by a puffin.

How fondly I recall the voting system that endured from 1971 to 1973, under which two jury members from each nation – one under twenty-five, one over – were required to award every song a number of points from one to five. Overawed by the attention of a live audience that now topped 250 million, outshone by the garish period splendour of their own outfits, the decisions proved predictably wayward. In 1971, the grim Luxembourg duo truculently dispensed a total of forty-two points (the absolute minimum being thirty-four); the bug-eyed, yammering French pair, noisily straddling that drivel monument, lavished 107 points on the seventeen songs.

Throughout those years, of course, it was impossible to score zero, and it hasn’t been much easier under the procedures in place since 1975. The fourteen nul-pointers I’d found listed and had now pledged to visit were those who had met their fate in the years that followed, and doing the maths I understood what made them special. With each jury now required to vote for its ten favourite songs, awarding them twelve points down to one in order of declining preference, Jahn’s nineteen fellow competitors were competing for 1,160 points; in 2003, Jemini shared the Skonto Arena stage with twenty-five other acts, giving a total of 1,508 points up for grabs. Failure to persuade a single nation, not Bosnia, not Belgium, that your song merits even one lonely point, is a rare and remarkable achievement. Fittingly, it took a rare and remarkable performance to secure the modern era’s debut whitewash.

It was perhaps Jahn’s misfortune to enter a contest already in steep decline as a showcase for pop-musical excellence. ABBA’S triumph was at once the ESC’s finest hour and its kiss of death: having made global stars of these virtual unknowns, Eurovision thereafter found big-name international performers conspicuous by their perennial absence. Why run the just-ask-Cliff risk of being humiliated by a Spanish nobody, when even victory might achieve nothing more than unflattering comparison with the masterful winner-of-winners, Waterloo!

By the tail end of the seventies, we’d stopped expecting Eurovision to fulfil Marcel’s original brief: the songwriting could now rarely be described as original, nor high-quality. No winner has topped the UK charts since 1982, and none since Céline Dion (a Canadian singing for Switzerland in 1988) could claim to have converted Eurovision victory into enduring celebrity. Yet we haven’t stopped watching.

Yes, for the nations welcomed more recently into the Eurovision fold – Israel in ‘73, Greece in ‘74, Turkey in ‘75 – geo-political symbolism was enough to guarantee huge audiences. For them, as for the former Soviet satellites who since the mid-Nineties have annexed such vast swathes of the scoreboard, the ESC retains its significance: a pan-national pageant inaugurated to unite a troubled, riven continent, to bring together half a billion people in a march towards peace and brotherhood, a march led by two cat-suited Cypriots and a spangled Finnish accordionist.

But what lured two-thirds of all Belgians to their tellies on 24 May 2003? Why did more Swedes watch Afrodite finish eighth at the Saku Suurhall in Tallinn in 2002 than saw their national team’s extra-time exit from that year’s World Cup? And how were 54 per cent of all available UK viewers persuaded to tune in to the 2004 Eurovision voting – the highest 11 p.m. audience share recorded that year?

It’s partly the hypnotic draw of the scoreboard, the numerical nip-and-tuck played out on that giant electronic abacus with all the allure of a general-election night on fast-forward. Even as the ESC’s artistic appeal eluded me, I’d found deep satisfaction in the voting charts, a satisfaction redoubled with the discovery of those online troves of psephological analysis: running a finger along rows and down columns, fifty years of glory and hatred distilled to calm statistics.

And it’s partly that, as the quality threshold was lowered, so we got our kicks watching those who tripped over it most spectacularly. With the winning songs ever more blandly forgettable, it was the mad, bad losers who made the deepest impression. As the original reality-talent show, Eurovision was first to demonstrate a sad but universal truth: a good song sung well might win over the judges, but nothing puts more bums on sofas than a farcical no-hoper.

In this ridicule-ready environment, so profound was the impact of Jahn Teigen’s performance that it is credited with spawning the unkind epithet that would attach itself to all those who repeated his unfortunate feat. In eloquent judgement of Eurovision’s failure to foster continental unity, the phrase is in truth no more than pseudo-Gallic nonsense: to me it’s nul points, to others it’s nil points, to the French it’s nul point, not a single point. More arrestingly still, the words have never been heard on a Eurovision stage: jury points are announced from one to 12, and no compere has ever done a bilingual run-down to those depths of the scoreboard. Like ‘Play it again, Sam’, ‘Beam me up, Scotty’ and ‘Look, Cliff, just open the bloody door,’ it’s an entirely confected catchphrase.

Though as I set about tracking down my luckless fourteen, I had a feeling that mightn’t be much of a comfort to them.
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AWED PERHAPS BY the contest’s magnificent foolishness, perhaps by the soothingly bounteous statistical data accumulated in its name over six decades, the brotherhood of Eurovision obsessives is populous and ever-swelling. Theirs, happily, is no jealously guarded passion: after no more than a tentative paddle into the vast ocean that is the pool of their online knowledge, I’d discovered that two contestants have been the grandchildren of Nobel laureates, that Iceland and Greece have both entered songs entitled Socrates, that when ABBA triumphed at The Dome in Brighton, they did so without a single vote from the UK jury.

I chanced upon Andreas Schacht while delving a little deeper into the life of Olivia Newton-John’s prizewinning forebear, a theoretical physicist whose pioneering work in quantum mechanics was paid fond homage in his granddaughter’s 1974 Eurovision entry, Long Live Love. A respected authority on the contest and the curator of an unrivalled video archive, Andreas was also German: a winning combination, which meant that less than two weeks after making email contact, my morning cup of in-bed tea was interrupted by the arrival of a modest but very heavy box, postmarked Bremen. Within were two clear plastic cylinders, each carrying over fifty carefully hand-labelled DVDs, together comprising every Eurovision final from 1978 until the present day. I dashed back upstairs, slotted the top disk in the bedroom DVD player, threw the still-warm duvet over myself and hit ‘play’. It was the first act of a televisual labour that would enthral, amuse, madden and distress in roughly equal measure.

Marked ‘Norway 1978’, the first show is introduced by a title sequence so warped and blotched, so sonically wayward as to be almost unintelligible. There’s a flash and a fizz, as if someone’s just banged the top of the telly, and the modestly enhanced image allows first a stage, then a presenter, to take shape in the bath of melted colours. An earlier straw poll amongst family and friends had revealed I wasn’t alone in recalling the 1978 final, or at least the winners (Israel’s Alpha Beta, with A-Ba-Ni-Bi) and our splits-leaping brace-twanger, but now I’m questioning my powers of recall. Of course Eurovision was always a bit of a shambles, but was any audience ever that modest, any set that flimsy, any host that uncomfortable?

It’s only when the scoreboard hardens into focus, displaying a parade of circle-topped As and crossed Os, that I begin to grasp what’s happening. Stein Ingebritsen vacates the tiny stage to make way for Britt Andersen singing Hør Hva Andre Har Fått Til, and I’m belatedly certain. This isn’t the 1978 Eurovision final at all, but what can only be that year’s Norwegian pre-selection show, broadcast earlier to decide the nation’s entry in the manner of our own A Song For Europe. I sift through Andreas’s labelled DVDs: as a bonus I’m obliged to describe as special, I find he has sourced and digitised recordings of several such domestic qualifiers, from all around the continent.

Whatever the production values currently on display might suggest, in the weeks ahead I’m to discover that the home-grown show Norwegians call the Melodi Grand Prix means almost as much to them as the Eurovision final itself. Over many decades, the ‘MGP’ qualifier has become established as a mighty cornerstone of state broadcaster NRK’s light-entertainment calendar: the country’s leading vocalists put themselves down for it year after year. Part comforting family-TV ritual, part patriotic duty, it still dependably attracts a dumbfounding 80 per cent of the national audience.

Sitting up in bed as the NRK presenter drones gormlessly through his next introduction, I feel my features crease in befuddlement. How could Mil Etter Mil have triumphed in any sort of musical contest, let alone a major nationwide event such as this? It seemed an affront to reason. I’d never entertained the possibility that anyone with a nul-points pedigree might ever have been a professional musician: the Eurovision selection process as I’d imagined it involved a work-experience TV researcher being sent out into the Oslo streets one lunchtime, returning half an hour later with an eager but slightly confused busker. Was I really going to sit here in bed and endure seven songs that a jury of Norwegian impresarios and music executives had adjudged worse than Mil Etter Mil? How, oh Saint Jahn of the Bad Noises, how could this be so?

That it just might becomes apparent as the compere falteringly welcomes one hopeless hopeful after another. All the decade’s contemporary clichés are here: the footballer, the porn star, the towering Crimplene berk. Didn’t anyone not look daft or sinister in the seventies? Not in Norway they didn’t. Checked cheesecloth, chrome bar stools, one hell of a lot of royal blue. Ringmaster suits with lurex lapels and limb-swallowing sleeves and trouser legs. Girls with pie-crust collars, puff sleeves and vast beaks – their lips move and sounds emerge, but all I hear is four and twenty blackbirds baked in a pie. There are a great many Benny-from-ABBA beards, scourge of Scandinavian manhood for over thirty years. After one particularly harrowing close-up, the camera abruptly recoils to a distant wide shot and stays there.

And my word, they’re a miserable bunch: one woman, arms hanging limply by her sides, exudes all the expressive physical dynamism of an unplugged standard lamp. Sometimes the tempo is so stubbornly lethargic that only by succumbing to the lure of fast-forward search do I appreciate that a performer is actually dancing. And those omnipresent brass-heavy oompah arrangements don’t help, especially when blended with the ‘happening sounds’ of bongos and Shaft-style wah-wah guitars. Eurovision’s pop-cultural clock has always run a couple of years slow, but this is ridiculous: Shaft came out in 1971.

Jahn Teigen is up last, and before the conductor raises his baton it’s plain that we’re looking at the Melodi Grand Prix winner, the man who will go on to represent Norway in the Eurovision final. (In the event he romps home by a margin of minus five: under a voting regime impressively daft even by Eurovision standards, the song with the fewest points wins. The EBU must be flicking their own noses for not thinking of it first.) In a collarless granddad shirt and drainpipes Jahn is hardly surfing the crest of fashion’s post-punk zeitgeist, but beside the loon-panted satinette stylings of his rivals, it’s a look that’s both acceptably contemporary and perhaps just a little street. Almost alone amongst the male contestants, Jahn’s hair falls no further than his (absent) collar; his chin and long cheeks are bare.

Showbiz it isn’t: Jahn’s appearance and demeanour are that of a laidback teacher cementing his popularity with a slightly risqué monologue at the end-of-year show. But if he’s hardly made an effort, it’s because he doesn’t need to – all the spangles and glitter that have gone before are now exposed as desperate, clumsy attempts to bolt on personality where none existed, to paint lipstick on a performing corpse. Jahn cracks a lazy, gap-toothed smile at the audience, and tosses an amused and knowing glance into the camera. Without having opened his mouth, he’s exuding a cocky yet winning self-confidence so conspicuously absent from the previous performers, all cruelly stripped of charisma at birth. And then he starts to sing.

My recent nul-points experience, I remind myself as he does so, is restricted to five downloaded seconds of Jemini’s Cry Baby. Yes, if pressed I could recall watching four or five other contests over the decades when the voting had ended with at least one zero on the scoreboard, but put the performers in an identity parade and I’d only have picked out Jahn. And that, of course, was solely down to the unforgettable visual aspects of his performance. It was over a quarter of a century since I’d last heard Mil Etter Mil. Ask me to hum it and you might just as well as have asked a cat (ideally not the one responsible for Cry Baby’s opening bars).

Taking all this into account, I’m perhaps more surprised than I should be at what now unfolds. Mil Etter Mil, a song whose reputation alone still reduces good people to hooting, jeering malevolence, fails to plumb the predicted depths. No Alpine horn solo, no diddle-daddle Birdie Song chorus; the non-negotiable jazzed-up orchestration aside, Mil Etter Mil proves itself a simple, pleasing composition, whose more muscular middle eight recalls that of Marvin Gaye’s politico-soul classic Abraham, Martin and John.

The lyrics, too, seem appropriately undemanding: to learn that I’ve correctly translated the title as Mile After Mile is no cause for linguistic celebration, or at least shouldn’t be. I’d imagined the extensive journey of which Jahn sang (the rarely encountered Norwegian mile is equivalent to 10 kilometres) as a metaphorical expression of the lengths lovers will go to meet, but a quick pause to consult the dumbfoundingly authoritative database of Eurovision lyrics on diggiloo.net reveals an unexpected complexity of sentiment. ‘The water is trickling into your shoes,’ reads the on-screen translation, ‘your longing drives you towards a light that you see, but I can’t, mile after mile after mile.’ Bong-a-doo-la it isn’t.

The disk ends, and returns to Andreas’s impressively animated menu screen. I’ve just spent over an hour watching flared Norwegians fail to qualify for a twenty-six-year-old Eurovision Song Contest. Is that really an OK thing to be doing? Figuring that the only way is up – in terms of spectacle, entertainment and my own self-esteem – I press eject and stick in the DVD of the 1978 final. The genuine, international Eurovision final.

By hallowed Eurovision tradition, France’s 1977 victory – a triumph that remains their most recent – had won them the honour of hosting the following year’s contest. The opening titles scroll across a floodlit Eiffel Tower in swift evocation of Eurovision’s fastidious dismissal of all but the very crassest national clichés: Notre Dame, l’Arc de Triomphe … could we be in Paris? We surely could! Not that I’ll be learning so from the commentary, which in Andreas’s archived recording is coincidentally provided (apparently from a phone box full of crisp packets) by Norwegian state broadcaster NRK. All I’ll glean from their man in the hours ahead is that he’s rather provocatively referring to the UK as ‘England’.

In 1978 England, and perhaps even Britain, looked out over a post-punk musical landscape. Not so the dinner-suited audience at the Palais des Congrès on the night of 22 April. Plastic Bertrand might have released Ça Plane Pour Moi over a year earlier, and been Belgian rather than French, but the continental music scene in general and Eurovision in particular remained resolutely pre-punk (young Plastic reminded us all of his never-say-die adherence to solvent-fuelled anarchy when he represented Luxembourg at the 1987 Eurovision, finishing second last with Amour, Amour). Here, in 1978, it was New Avengers-style brass and white suits. All three-piece, tieless and aggressively starched.

‘Ah: dear old Eurovision!’ sighs the pompous old on-stage compere in fruity, faultless English. Only twenty-two years since its birth, and already the contest has become part of the cultural furniture. Yet there’s an innovation this year: the first ever co-host, a toothsome dolly-bird who alongside her leathery beau forms a winningly traditional Gallic combo. ‘This contest,’ he continues grandly, ‘is intended to encourage high-calibre songwriting, by allowing composers the opportunity of comparison on an international scale.’ You can sense the French scriptwriters fighting a doomed rearguard battle against the gathering forces of puerile pop idiocy, and the towering monument to drivel they were so busily constructing.

Jahn is second out, following a hunched but lively little Irishman in a cravat who repeatedly bellows I Was Born to Sing through his beard. (‘How wrong can you be?’ asked Clive James in his Observer TV review.) Colm Wilkinson’s performance is more irrepressibly physical than you’d have thought possible for any song orchestrated by a bow-tied conductor, but watching it backstage Jahn might have felt himself unwisely inspired.

In place of the usual ‘postcards from abroad’ I so fondly recalled, the ‘78 between-act slots simply follow the next performer’s progress from green room to stage. So here’s Jahn, goofing around, waving at invisible associates, walking into walls. By the standards of what’s to follow, it’s difficult to criticise his outfit: it isn’t a white suit, and it doesn’t involve huge triangles of shirt collar folded out over huger still lapels. With a narrow tie down at halfmast, an upturned shirt collar and a pair of bright red drainpipes, he could have been fronting some power-pop outfit of the sort then so prevalent (in la Royaume Uni, at least).

Or almost. Something bad has happened to Jahn’s fringe, which since the Melodi final he’s had centrally parted in the manner that would see footballers through the coming decade. Below it are a pair of graduated-tint aviator shades, eyewear of choice for a generation of mid-Atlantic tosspots. And though the large golden rose pinned over his left nipple adds an entertainingly surreal touch, no one’s looking at that. Already I’m transfixed by the prominent silver braces, and more particularly the way Jahn (or Yarn, as the NRK man has now taught me to call him) is tentatively, ominously fingering their straps. Why has he done all this? No one, I think, will ever understand what inspired these catastrophic sartorial relapses. (Even as I lie there shaking my head, a terrible image takes shape within it: it is two months after Jahn Teigen’s Parisian meltdown, and here’s an anxiously excited fourteen year old filing into the Hammersmith Odeon for his first experience of amplified live music – the Boomtown Rats. But what’s this? On his back, a jacket of blackest, newest C&A velvet; around his neck, an orange woollen tie.)

Carsten Klouman raises his baton; the NRK commentator emits the words ‘Mil Etter Mil’ in a hoarse, portentous, a-nation’s-hopes-are-with-you murmur; and as a brass fanfare blasts waywardly out Jahn dashes from the wings, past three female backing singers, reaching the mike just in time for his opening line. This passes without incident, but at the end of the second it’s starkly apparent that in addition to the handicap of his braces, and what he’s about to do with them, Jahn is also likely to be rather hamstrung by his mother tongue’s capacity to alarm.

‘Krrrrrroppp!’ he exclaims, with tongue-thrumming, phlegm-loosening relish, raising his eyebrows in amused recognition of the effect this extraordinary syllable will be having south of Oslo. Across the continent people look up in shellshocked silence from lap-bound plates of dumplings, chips or gnocchi: are 400 million of us about to see a Eurovision performer choke to death live on-stage?

Foreigners were funnier in 1978. In the quarter-century since, cheap travel and billion-channel TV has dulled the once irresistible comic effect of someone saying something – anything – in a different language. And the more different the language, the funnier. In all the earlier shows I’m to watch, every Izel, Lars or Jarkko who takes the stage does so to a faint but clearly audible audience frisson. This one’s going to be a cracker … look, even the conductor’s called Onno Tunk!

This golden age was inaugurated after Sweden’s Ingvar Wixell controversially entertained the 1965 audience with the English-language Absent Friend (‘We ought to walk behind the hedge, where the cowslips grow’). Reminded of the contest’s statute-enshrined intent to prevent American culture annexing a weak and vulnerable post-war Europe, the EBU’s response was a rule obliging performers to sing in their native tongue. This latest addition to Eurovision’s Bumper Book of Clauses persisted until 1973, with ABBA the most obvious beneficiaries of its abandonment. Five years later it was abruptly reinstated. ABBA had by then conquered the world, yet the EBU’s pride in catalysing this achievement was tainted with guilt: the band had done so in the language of American Forces Radio.

With Eurovision’s eastward expansion in the early 1990s, juries confused by the Estonian and Slovakian choruses tumbling about their booths began comfort-voting for any song performed in English, and in 1999 the language rule was discarded for good (by 2005 even the Germans were plumping for pop’s lingua franca). Too late for Jahn. If in 1978 he’d been allowed to perform the English-language version of Mil Etter Mil he later recorded, ‘kropp’ would have been translated into ‘body’; perhaps that alone might have been worth a point from someone, somewhere.

As it is, the peculiar noise he’s just made seems to galvanise Jahn in the most dangerous manner. Now that he’s got our attention, he isn’t about to let go. He strokes his chest like a stripper; he spreads his legs and throws back his head. It’s a big performance, much too big for the song. Lost under a thick layer of cloying, silly brass fills and trills, Mil Etter Mil is reduced to a period quiz-show theme. Our eyes say Aerosmith, our ears say Sale of the Century.

We’re about halfway through when Jahn clamps his eyes shut, and with the mike held tight in both hands winds up an ambitious bray of vibrato. In terms of his vocal routine, this is the triple-axel-with-toe-loop moment: in the national qualifier he’d just about pulled it off, but here it’s arse-on-the-ice time. What was intended as a hairy-chested Led Zep roar comes out as a thin, wandering shriek that shares its pitch and intonation with the noise my eleven-year-old son makes while narrowly averting some Nintendo disaster. Another big tick on the nul-points checklist.

The song is winding down when Jahn abruptly casts aside the rock-god mannerisms. All that remain are a dozen-odd plodding repetitions of the phrase ‘mil etter mil’, but after only two of these our man succumbs to ennui, which he proceeds to tackle in a fashion few would have dared predict. The whiff of anarchy has been in the air since Jahn emerged from the wreckage of that set-piece rock-scream with a nothing-to-lose gleam in his eye, and now it’s as if he’s suddenly undergone a liberating, joyous epiphany. If Jahn’s undone tie and drainpipes are the Eurovision equivalent of safety pins and bondage trousers, then what follows is the Eurovision equivalent of the Sex Pistols calling Bill Grundy a dirty fucker on live television.

Jahn’s gaze darts restlessly about the auditorium: just a moment, he’s thinking, this whole thing is idiotic bollocks! What am I doing up here? And why are you watching me do it? Well, I’ll give you all something to remember. Oh, yes. I hope you’re ready, but I don’t care if you’re not. This is for Annie Palmen, Conchita Bautista, Fud Leclerc – this is for every Eurovision martyr who’s come up here, made a twenty-four-carat twat of themselves, and gone away with a fat fuck-all!

And plunging both thumbs eagerly under his brace straps like a music-hall costermonger, Jahn stretches them right out and back, to the beat, first together, now alternately, now with a bandy-legged, knees-up accompaniment. His features spread into a fatuous, complicit grin, as if this is a karaoke bar and we’re the pissed-up mates who’ve dared him to get up there.

After those first eager twangs his Lambeth Walk seems to lose a little of its vigour, and by the time a building orchestra crescendo alerts him to the song’s proximate finale, he’s doing no more than idly milk himself. Yet I know he’s not finished. The intervening years, all twenty-six of them, have not eroded the memory of what is to come.

Turning sideways, Jahn bends his knees, swings back his arms and propels himself upwards into a spread-legged scissors leap of the type trademarked by Pete Townshend. It proves a deficient homage: at the jump’s freeze-framed ceiling Jahn’s feet are at least forty degrees shy of the intended 180, and only about two foot off the ground. And though his landing is clearly intended to coincide with the final beat, he’s come back to earth and stretched out an arm to thank them well before the orchestra honks and parps its last. Perhaps most crucially of all, Jahn has not been talking ‘bout his generation, but ‘bout water trickling into someone else’s shoes. Less of The Who, and more of The Why. In ten dumbfounding seconds, Norway’s Jahn Teigen has guaranteed himself nul points and a place in modern cultural history.

Subsequent research pinpoints that brace-snapping/splayed-leap combo as the widely accepted sealer of Jahn’s fate. The tiny clip that graces the BBC’s online Eurovision archive distils his performance to those two actions alone. Norwegian Eurovision websites speak prominently of Jahn’s ‘splitthopp’, and expand my knowledge of their venerable tongue to include the useful phrase ‘konstante ablegøyer’, which I shall be sure to employ the next time I suspect anyone tall and blond of twanging to excess.

Short of arson or puppy-juggling, it’s difficult to imagine what else Jahn could possibly have done to alienate the jurors more comprehensively, yet he strides off stage with a winner’s swagger. Most subsequent artistes exit too drained even to spare a nod as the next act passes them in the wings, but Jahn marches straight up to the Brotherhood of Man Italians standing in wait and kisses each of its female components full on the lips. I can only imagine what effect his only-here-for-the-beer demeanour is having upon the dumbstruck NRK commentator, but for my part I’m thinking: Way to go, Yarn. Ridicule is nothing to be scared of.

Of the eighteen songs that follow Mil Etter Mil, many – perhaps even most – prove handsomely inferior. In accordance with Eurovision tradition the vast bulk are utterly forgettable, and those that aren’t you wish were. Spain’s attempt at a flamenco waltz is as bad as it sounds; ditto France’s There Will Always Be Violins. Cheryl Baker, whose detachable skirt will help Bucks Fizz to the Euro crown three years later, pre-blots her copybook with a full-on hello-Mum as she walks out with CoCo. Greece has Zorba the geek and his mother in a bowler hat and cane; entitled Charlie Chaplin, their composition is a painful monstrosity, but no one’s going to send that poor, dear woman back to her village taverna without a point. She ends up with sixty-six. Germany offer a poor man’s Money Money Money; Belgium a dead man’s Charles Aznavour.

The aesthetically petrifying Danes – back after a twelve-year absence with four Rod Stewarts and a big drum with a heart on – are filling the screen when my nine-year-old daughter puts her head round the door. A forty-year-old father of three watching the 1978 Eurovision final in bed at lunchtime: I think I’d rather have been caught with a drugged goat in a wig. But fashion’s silly wheel has creaked full-circle, and she appraises those spike-topped blond mullets with a succinct murmur that desecrates the harrowed, never-again oath sworn by those of us trousered throughout early adolescence by Clockhouse Kids: ‘Cool.’

Luxembourg, the perennial mercenaries, have hired Spanish-born, German-based Baccara, who perform a shamelessly transparent variant on the ultimate period boast that made their name: Yes Sir, I Can Boogie. Worst of all, and most comfortably sub-Jahn, are the flat-capped, white-suited Austrians humming their way through Mrs Caroline Robinson.

Leathery jazz lords Stephane Grappelli and Oscar Peterson provide the interval entertainment (you can just imagine the French director blowing out a huge cloud of Gitanes smoke in the control room and sighing, ‘Now that’s music’), and the disk ends. It says something about the nature of ESC obsession that of the two DVDs allocated by Andreas to each contest, the second is wholly dedicated to the voting. I’d originally imagined that for the obsessives it was all about the music; perhaps there’d be a shot of the final totals, but no more. But when you’re into Eurovision, it seems, you’re into the whole package: it’s apparently unthinkable to separate the songs from the scoring.

As I was learning, the ESC’s inner circle of diehard fandom is an unlikely fraternity of cardiganed stat-fiends and boa-toting champions of kitsch. For the former, there are far more numbers to stick in the cruncher than just the winning total: fondly tended online archives are devoted to percentage accrued of the available maximum votes (Brotherhood of Man still top this league with 80.4 per cent), to the triumphant entry’s place in the draw (Jahn was second out, a slot which has yet to produce a winner), to the weighting attached to language (though thirty-one tongues have been heard on the Eurovision stage – one of them a fantasy creation unknown outside the lyrics to Belgium’s 2003 entry – English and French account for over two-thirds of victories). And then, of course, there’s the rather more universally provocative issue of who voted for who.

The scoring controversies that so dependably besmirch the Eurovision experience have dogged the contest from birth. These days Luxembourg can lay claim to the world’s highest per capita gross national product (source: my son), but so cash-strapped was the pocket duchy’s state broadcaster back in 1956 that it balked at dispatching the requisite pair of judges off to Lausanne. The hosts nobly volunteered to cast votes on Luxembourg’s behalf, and whilst it may be unfair to make a connection between this, the existence that year of a secret ballot, and Switzerland’s triumph, there you go – I’ve just done exactly that. (The year after, with voting now made public, the Swiss stumbled in second last.)

But even as the scope for self-serving corruptibility was diminished, and with the advent of mass televoting ultimately snatched away, so the dependably corrosive influence of cross-border friendship rose to warp the scoreboard in its stead. Scandinavian back-scratching, a blight throughout the contest’s early years, reached its shameful zenith in 1963 when the Norwegian jury foreman interrupted Switzerland’s triumphant celebrations to furnish a flummoxed Katie Boyle with his revised votes: after a recount, victory was handed to Denmark. An EBU inquiry inexplicably cleared all those involved, but there were loud audience jeers in 1966 when Sweden’s starkly idiotic flute-playing swineherd claimed second place despite harvesting just one point from the non-Nordic jurors. By a similar token, Spain and Portugal have had a bit of thing going on over the years, and it’s hard to ignore Luxembourg’s embarrassment of kindly minded neighbours when asked to explain the five victories that have established the principality as Eurovision’s second most successful nation.

Since phone voting enfranchised the European public in 1997, neighbourly and expatriate bias has run idiotically amok. In the seven years before that first televote, no German jury had awarded Turkey a single point, but when the 2.5 million Germans of Turkish origin were allowed their telephonic say, the aggregate haul over the three years that followed was thirty-six points, the maximum available. After an abysmal run of results, in 2005 the Swiss imaginatively signed up a team of Estonian pop mercenaries: without quite repeating the 1988 victory of Swiss-for-a-night Canadian Céline Dion, thirty-two Baltic-sourced points helped Vanilla Ninja secure Switzerland’s first top-ten finish in over a decade.

But friendship is fleeting; a grudge is for ever. Those who find it hard to imagine the contest’s devotees arguing over much beyond chorus structure and heel height may be as alarmed as I was to find online Eurovision chatroom topics headed ‘Fuck the Nationalist Greek nation’ and ‘This is the ESC, not the Macedonian independence front’. Every Eurovision entry lugs its baggage out on to the stage, and sometimes there’s so much on the trolley the jurors can’t see over it.

Repeated Irish triumphs in the eighties and nineties are commonly attributed to the magic combination of singing in pop’s lingua franca whilst keeping their diplomatic noses clean. For here in la Royaume Uni, we continue to reap a poisoned scoreboard harvest seeded by centuries of international plunder: if we’ve stolen your cod, or your antiquities, or that big rock with the monkeys on, you’re still letting us know, with an O.

Most notorious, though, is the eastern Mediterranean hate triangle viciously etched across every Eurovision scoreboard. The Turks and the Greeks refused to enter the contest together before 1978, and for almost two decades thereafter exchanged zeroes with bitter ceremony. Cyprus first competed at the finals in 1981, but it would be twenty-three years before an Ankara jury awarded the islanders a single point, by which time its Athenian counterparts had lavished 191 upon them. Marcel Bezençon conceived Eurovision as a healer of European rifts; at times he must have sat through the voting glumly, asking himself if it was crowbarring old enemies ever further apart.

Though deception, venality and empurpled spite all have their role to play, it would be remiss to discuss the workings of any European bureaucracy without mention of good old-fashioned administrative incompetence. The 1977 victory by which Marie Myriam brought Jahn and his fellow performers to Paris was secured amidst such a relentless farrago of voting ineptitude – Greece awarded four points to two nations, the Israelis to none, and the French jury foreman contrived to short-change or over-indulge Portugal, Italy, Belgium and Austria – that a subsequent audit adjusted the final totals of precisely half of the eighteen competing nations.

Acknowledging this, the Parisian compere’s introduction to our scoreboard vigil is prefaced by an extraordinary pledge that justice must and shall be seen to be done. ‘On such an international level,’ he intones gravely, ‘one is never too strict.’ This statement raises a great many more fears than it lays to rest: it’s a frank admission that when nation goes against nation, no matter how silly the scenario, chicanery is inevitable. (Backstage in 1993, the head of a sadly unnamed delegation was overheard offering to swap maximum points with any interested counterparts.)

For almost an hour my TV screen is filled by a huge scoreboard, its digits formed from lightbulbs in the fashion formerly associated with Wimbledon. This was an era when live jury contact meant a screeching, crackling, over-amplified phone conversation with unseen foremen across the continent; for me, the golden age. ‘This is Dublin calling,’ thunders an echoing voice, and we’re off.

Despite knowing what I know, I’m oddly nervous. Oslo is next on the line – blithely distributing points in happy ignorance that they’ll receive none in return. Tragically, Norway’s own votes help secure their humiliation: the two points they award Finland prove to be all that prevent Jahn’s ignominy being shared and halved with Seija Simola.

Next up Rome, then Helsinki. I find I’m willing those double zeroes alongside Norvège to do something, to wake up and snap out of it. Four rounds down, and only Denmark’s Rods and those godawful Austrians are with Jahn; after two more he’s alone. Guten abend, bonsoir, shalom. Mil etter mil, nil etter nil. With half the votes in, the NRK commentator seems prepared for the worst. He settles into a routine of simply translating French numbers into Norwegian; the words ‘Jahn’ and ‘Teigen’ do not once escape his lips. His boy is taking one hell of a beating tonight. Sweden are the last to vote, and perhaps he’s confident that they’ll step in with a late quid pro quo. When they don’t, he simply switches the mike off. It’s left to our hostess to wish the Israeli winners a long and successful career. (The many Arab broadcasters screening the 1978 contest had stuck in a three-minute ad break while Alpha Beta performed; when Israel’s votes began to pile up, most simply pulled the plug. Jordan prematurely ended their transmission with a lingering still shot of a vase of daffodils.)

One nul-pointer down, thirteen to go. Am I really prepared for all this human tragedy? Much as I admire Jahn’s cockily defiant stage exit, it’s awful to think that the clumsy leap that preceded it hadn’t just squashed his Eurovision chances, but flattened what judging by his apparent age – he’s got to be pushing thirty – must surely have been a long career in music.

Except, rather splendidly, it hadn’t. That evening I dispatch a missing-persons APB to my growing band of Eurovision oracles, and
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