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        WELCOME TO 1981

        1981 was the year the Eighties stopped being about the Seventies and started being about itself.

MTV launched in August. The first music video channel. The first video they played was "Video Killed the Radio Star" by the Buggles. It was a prophecy. The music video was about to change everything.

The New Romantics were the sound of 1981. Duran Duran, Spandau Ballet, Visage, Ultravox. The music was glamorous, synthetic, and completely Eighties. The clothes were even more important than the music.

Post-punk was still going. The Cure released "Faith." Siouxsie and the Banshees released "Juju." Echo and the Bunnymen released "Heaven Up Here." The dark side of the Eighties was still there.

And in America, the sound was different. MTV was breaking new artists. The Police, the Go-Go's, and the Human League were the sound of the new decade.

1981 was the year the Eighties found its sound. And that sound was synthetic.

      

        MTV LAUNCHES — VIDEO KILLED THE RADIO STAR

        1 August 1981. MTV launched. The first music video channel. The first video: "Video Killed the Radio Star" by the Buggles.

MTV changed everything. Before MTV, music was heard. After MTV, music was seen. The way artists looked became as important as the way they sounded.

The first year of MTV was dominated by British artists. The channel couldn't afford American videos. British labels were happy to provide them for free. Duran Duran, the Human League, Ultravox — they all became stars in America because of MTV.

MTV was the sound of the Eighties. It was glossy, synthetic, and completely commercial. It was the opposite of punk. It was the sound of a generation that wanted to have fun.

"Video Killed the Radio Star" was the perfect first video. It was a song about the death of the old way of doing things. And it was right.

      

        THE NEW ROMANTICS — THE SOUND OF 1981

        1981 was the year of the New Romantics. The sound of glamour, synthesisers, and big hair.

Duran Duran were the kings. "Planet Earth" was their first hit. "Girls on Film" was their breakthrough. The video was banned by the BBC. It made them even more famous.

Spandau Ballet were the sophisticates. "True" was still to come. But "To Cut a Long Story Short" was the sound of 1981.

Visage were the pioneers. "Fade to Grey" was the sound of the New Romantic movement. A song about losing your identity. The video was a masterpiece.

Ultravox were the art-rockers. "Vienna" was the single. A song about a city that didn't exist anymore. The most beautiful song of the year.

The New Romantics were about escape. They were about dressing up, being glamorous, and forgetting about the recession. They were the sound of a generation that wanted to have fun.

And in 1981, they were everywhere.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 1981

        Twenty different songs reached number one in 1981. Here's who ruled:

John Lennon — "(Just Like) Starting Over." One week. The carry-over from 1980.

John Lennon — "Woman." Two weeks. John's love song to Yoko. Released after his death.

John Lennon — "Woman." One week. The carry-over.

Joe Dolce — "Shaddap You Face." Three weeks. The most unlikely number one of the year. An Australian-Italian comedy song.

Roxy Music — "Jealous Guy." Two weeks. A John Lennon cover. The sound of a band paying tribute.

Shakin' Stevens — "This Ole House." Three weeks. The sound of rock and roll revival.

Smokey Robinson — "Being with You." Two weeks. The sound of Motown.

Kim Wilde — "Kids in America." One week. The sound of the Eighties. Kim Wilde was the first British female solo artist to have a number one in the Eighties.

The Specials — "Ghost Town." Three weeks. The sound of a country in crisis. The most political number one of the year.

Shakin' Stevens — "Green Door." Four weeks. The longest-running number one of the year.

Aneka — "Japanese Boy." One week. The most ridiculous number one of the year.

Adam and the Ants — "Prince Charming." Four weeks. The sound of the New Romantics.

Dave Stewart and Barbara Gaskin — "It's My Party." Four weeks. A cover of a 1963 song. The last number one of 1981.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

        Beyond the number ones, 1981 was a year of diversity.

Duran Duran — "Planet Earth." Number 12. The sound of the New Romantics.

Ultravox — "Vienna." Number two. The most beautiful song of the year. Kept off number one by "Shaddap You Face."

Visage — "Fade to Grey." Number eight. The sound of the New Romantic movement.

The Human League — "Don't You Want Me." Number one. The sound of synth-pop. The biggest-selling single of the year.

Soft Cell — "Tainted Love." Number one. The sound of synth-pop going dark. The longest-running single of the year.

Polaris — "The Promise." Number 10. The sound of post-punk.

The Cure — "Primary." Number 43. The sound of goth.

Siouxsie and the Banshees — "Spellbound." Number 22. The sound of post-punk at its peak.

Echo and the Bunnymen — "The Killing Moon." Number 59. The sound of psychedelic post-punk.

Queen and David Bowie — "Under Pressure." Number one. The sound of two legends colliding.

      

        THE SOUND OF 1981 — SYNTH-POP AND NEW ROMANTICS

        1981 was the year the synthesiser took over. The sound of the Eighties was electronic.

The Human League, Soft Cell, Depeche Mode, Orchestral Manoeuvres in the Dark — they were the sound of the new decade. The synthesiser was the instrument of the future.

The New Romantics were the sound of glamour. Duran Duran, Spandau Ballet, Visage, Ultravox. The music was glossy, synthetic, and completely Eighties.

Post-punk was still going. The Cure, Siouxsie and the Banshees, Echo and the Bunnymen. The dark side of the Eighties was still there.

MTV was changing everything. The music video was now essential. The way artists looked was as important as the way they sounded.

1981 was the year the Eighties found its sound. And that sound was synthetic.

      

        BRITAIN IN 1981

        Margaret Thatcher was Prime Minister. The recession was biting. Unemployment was rising. The country was divided.

The Brixton riots erupted in April. The Toxteth riots erupted in July. The country was on fire. The Specials released "Ghost Town" — the sound of a country in crisis.

The wedding of Prince Charles and Lady Diana Spencer was watched by 750 million people. The fairy tale was beginning.

The first episode of "Only Fools and Horses" was broadcast. The funniest sitcom ever made.

The first episode of "The Comic Strip Presents" was broadcast. The funniest comedy show on television.

The first British woman was ordained as a priest. The Church of England was changing.

And in the music, MTV had launched. The New Romantics were everywhere. The Eighties had found its sound.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 20
Longest-running number one: Shakin' Stevens — "Green Door" / Adam and the Ants — "Prince Charming" / Dave Stewart and Barbara Gaskin — "It's My Party" (4 weeks each)
Biggest-selling single: The Human League — "Don't You Want Me" (1.4 million+ UK sales)
Chart size: Top 50 (full year)
Record format: 45rpm vinyl, cassette tapes, the Walkman is everywhere

Twenty number ones. British artists had 16 of the 20. The Eighties had found its sound.

      

        REACH OUT

        If you're struggling, you're not alone. Whether it's depression, anxiety, addiction, or just a night that won't end — reach out. We'll listen.

📧 reachout@ukmusicarchive.com

☎️ Samaritans: 116 123 — Free, 24/7
☎️ CALM: 0800 58 58 58 — Daily 5pm–midnight
☎️ PAPYRUS (under 35s): 0800 068 4141 — Free, 24/7

Talking to someone can make all the difference.

      

        YOUR VISION. OUR PRECISION.

        ADVERTISEMENT

The world doesn't need more websites. It needs digital landmarks.

At Vantage Digital Studio, we don't do "templates." We don't do "good enough." We build high-performance, visually stunning digital experiences for those who refuse to blend in. Whether it's a brand that needs to dominate its niche or a vision that requires absolute technical perfection, we are the architects of the exceptional.

Stop existing online. Start commanding attention.

vantagedigitalstudio.com

Precision. Power. Presence.

---

Want to advertise here? Reach thousands of music fans every month.
Contact mark@ukmusicarchive.com
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