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        WELCOME TO 1983

        If 1982 was the year the Eighties warmed up, 1983 was the year they properly arrived. Michael Jackson's Thriller had been sitting in shops since November '82, but 1983 was when it detonated. Seven top ten singles from one album. A 14-minute video directed by John Landis. The moonwalk on Motown 25 — 47 million Americans watched that performance, and nobody had seen anything like it. The single glove. The sequin jacket. The spinning toe-stand. It changed what a pop star could be.

But 1983 wasn't just Michael. It was the year British pop took over America — the so-called Second British Invasion. Culture Club, Duran Duran, the Police, Eurythmics, Wham! — they weren't just charting in the UK, they were headlining MTV. And MTV itself was only two years old, but by 1983 it was the most powerful force in music. If you didn't have a video, you didn't have a hit.

At home, the charts were a glorious mess. A cappella Christmas number ones. Australian novelty songs with flute solos. Power ballads from gravel-voiced Welsh women. Synth-pop duos who hated each other. And through it all, Boy George — a man in make-up and braids who somehow became the most famous person in Britain. The tabloids didn't know whether to mock him or worship him, so they did both.

It was also the year the future started arriving. The first CD players went on sale in the UK — £15 for a single disc, £300 for the player. The first mobile phone call was made in Britain. The ZX Spectrum taught a generation to code. And in the cinema, Return of the Jedi had people queuing round the block.

1983 was loud, colourful, contradictory, and brilliant. Let's dive in.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 1983

        Eighteen different singles hit number one in 1983 — a year of dizzying variety. Here's how it played out, week by week.

The year started with Renée and Renato's 'Save Your Love' clinging on from Christmas — a sentimental duet that nobody remembers fondly. Then Phil Collins covered 'You Can't Hurry Love' and took it to number one for two weeks. It was competent, safe, and entirely forgettable.

Then things got interesting. Men at Work's 'Down Under' arrived from Australia and sat at number one for four weeks. Vegemite sandwiches and a flute solo — it made no sense, and it was glorious. Kajagoogoo's 'Too Shy' followed for two weeks — a piece of pristine synth-pop with a bassline that still sounds fresh today.

Bonnie Tyler's 'Total Eclipse of the Heart' was next: two weeks at number one. Jim Steinman production at its most operatic. The video was all billowing curtains and gothic hallways. Tyler's voice — that sandpaper rasp — turned a power ballad into something genuinely dramatic.

Duran Duran finally got their first number one with 'Is There Something I Should Know' — two weeks. A standalone single, not on any album at the time. It debuted straight at number one, which was still unusual in 1983.

Spandau Ballet's 'True' held for four weeks. That saxophone. That whispered vocal. It became the wedding song of the decade, for better or worse.

New Edition's 'Candy Girl' sneaked in for one week — a bubblegum R&B track from five Boston teenagers. Then the Police took over. 'Every Breath You Take' was number one for four weeks. A stalker's anthem disguised as a love song. Sting wrote it during the breakdown of his marriage, and you can hear every bit of that bitterness in the guitar line.

Paul Young's 'Wherever I Lay My Hat (That's My Home)' — three weeks. A Marvin Gaye cover that introduced blue-eyed soul to the British mainstream. KC and the Sunshine Band's 'Give It Up' — three weeks of pure disco nostalgia. UB40's 'Red Red Wine' — three weeks. A Neil Diamond cover that somehow became a reggae classic.

Then Culture Club. 'Karma Chameleon' arrived in September and stayed at number one for six weeks. The biggest-selling single of the year, and you couldn't escape it. It was on every radio, every TV show, every jukebox. Boy George in his full regalia, smiling through the controversy.

Billy Joel's 'Uptown Girl' followed for five weeks — the year's second-biggest seller. A doo-wop pastiche that Joel wrote about Christie Brinkley, who he'd marry the following year.

And finally, the Flying Pickets' 'Only You' — five weeks at Christmas. An a cappella cover of a Yazoo song. The most unlikely Christmas number one of the decade. Yazoo had split up earlier that year, and their song became the soundtrack to December.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

        The number ones tell one story. The rest of the top ten tells the real one.

New Order's 'Blue Monday' peaked at number 9 in March 1983, which is one of the great injustices of the decade. It's the most influential dance record of the 1980s — a seven-minute epic built on a sequencer pattern that cost the band more to produce than they ever made from it. The 12-inch single came in a Peter Saville sleeve designed to look like a floppy disk, and it cost so much to manufacture that Factory Records lost money on every copy. It stayed on the chart for 38 weeks.

Eurythmics' 'Sweet Dreams (Are Made of This)' peaked at number 2. Annie Lennox in a sharp business suit with cropped orange hair — it was a visual statement as much as a musical one. The video was inescapable on MTV. Dave Stewart's synth riff was simple, hypnotic, and absolutely perfect.

Wham! had two massive hits that didn't quite make number one. 'Bad Boys' peaked at number 2 in May — George Michael's first real statement of intent — teenage rebellion that felt autobiographical. 'Club Tropicana' hit number 4 in July, and the video — filmed at a pool in Ibiza — invented the template for every summer pop video that followed.

The Cure's 'The Lovecats' reached number 7. A double bass, a jazz swing, and Robert Smith singing about cats. It was weird, playful, and completely unlike anything else in the charts. It also marked the moment the Cure stopped being just gloomy post-punks and started being something more interesting.

Cyndi Lauper's 'Girls Just Want to Have Fun' peaked at number 2. It was a feminist anthem disguised as a party song, and the video — with its chaotic, home-movie feel — became a blueprint for 80s pop visuals. Lauper's voice, her rainbow wardrobe, her Brooklyn accent — she was a force of nature.

U2's 'New Year's Day' reached number 10. It was their first real breakthrough in the UK, driven by Adam Clayton's bassline and Bono's lyrics about the Polish Solidarity movement. The video was shot in the snow in Sweden, and the band looked like they were freezing to death. It was the start of U2 becoming the biggest band in the world.

And then there was 'Relax'. Frankie Goes to Hollywood released it in October 1983. It crept into the chart at number 35. By January 1984, it would be number one. But in 1983, it was still a cult record — banned by the BBC, played in clubs, passed around on cassette. The seed of something massive.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **Michael Jackson — Thriller**
Released November 1982, but 1983 was the year it conquered the planet. Seven top ten singles — a record that still stands. 'Billie Jean', 'Beat It', 'Thriller', 'Wanna Be Startin' Somethin'', 'Human Nature', 'PYT', 'The Girl Is Mine'. The 'Thriller' video cost $500,000 — unheard of at the time. John Landis directed it. Vincent Price did the voiceover. It premiered on MTV and got played every hour. The album has sold somewhere north of 70 million copies, though nobody really knows the exact number.

**The Police — Synchronicity**
Released June 1983. The album that broke the band. Sting had started writing songs on his own, and the other two knew it. 'Every Breath You Take' was the monster hit, but 'King of Pain', 'Wrapped Around Your Finger', and 'Synchronicity II' were all singles. The sessions were tense — Sting, Andy Summers, and Stewart Copeland argued about everything. The result was their best album, and their last.

**David Bowie — Let's Dance**
Bowie's commercial peak. Nile Rodgers produced it, and you can hear Chic's fingerprints all over it — the crisp guitar, the dancefloor groove. 'Let's Dance' was three weeks at number one. 'China Girl' and 'Modern Love' were both huge. Bowie dyed his hair blonde, wore a yellow suit, and looked like he was having the time of his life. The Serious Moonlight tour ran for seven months.

**Eurythmics — Sweet Dreams (Are Made of This)**
Their breakthrough album, though it had actually been released in January 1983 to little fanfare. The title track took months to catch on. By summer, Annie Lennox was the most recognisable woman in pop. The album mixed synth-pop with soul, and tracks like 'Love Is a Stranger' and 'This City Never Sleeps' showed real depth.

**U2 — War**
Released February 1983. Their first overtly political album. 'Sunday Bloody Sunday' was about the Troubles in Northern Ireland — a risky subject for a rock band. 'New Year's Day' was about the Polish Solidarity movement. The album cover featured a child's face, which caused some controversy. The War Tour included the legendary Red Rocks show in Colorado, filmed in the rain and released as 'Under a Blood Red Sky'.

**Paul Young — No Parlez**
The surprise success story. 'Wherever I Lay My Hat' was a Marvin Gaye cover that nobody expected to be a hit. The album spent 76 weeks on the chart. Young's voice — that soulful croak — made him the UK's answer to American blue-eyed soul.

**Yazoo — You and Me Both**
Released July 1983. The title was ironic — Vince Clarke and Alison Moyet were barely speaking by this point. The album went to number one, but the duo split almost immediately after. 'Nobody's Diary' was the single. Clarke went on to form Erasure. Moyet launched a solo career. Yazoo made two perfect albums and then walked away.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY: 'BLUE MONDAY'

        It's the most famous number 9 in chart history.

New Order's 'Blue Monday' was released in March 1983 and peaked at number 9. It stayed on the chart for 38 weeks. It's the best-selling 12-inch single of all time in the UK. And it never made the top five.

The song was born from tragedy. New Order were what remained of Joy Division after Ian Curtis's suicide in 1980. They'd spent three years figuring out how to be a band without him. 'Blue Monday' was the moment it all clicked — a seven-minute electronic epic built on a sequencer borrowed from a German band called Kraftwerk. The bassline was played on a synthesiser. The drums were programmed. Bernard Sumner's vocals were barely there, buried in the mix. It sounded like the future.

The sleeve was designed by Peter Saville, who'd done all of Joy Division's artwork. It was meant to look like a 5.25-inch floppy disk — a reference to the sequencer that made the track. It cost so much to produce — die-cut, multiple colours, special card — that Factory Records lost money on every copy. The band didn't make a penny from the single for years.

'Blue Monday' didn't fit anywhere. It was too long for radio. Too electronic for rock fans. Too bleak for pop. But in the clubs, it was everything. It bridged the gap between post-punk and dance music. Without 'Blue Monday', there's no house music in the UK. No Madchester. No Chemical Brothers.

It peaked at number 9 in March 1983. It should have been number one. But that's the chart for you — it doesn't always get it right.

      

        THE SOUND OF 1983 — SYNTHS, SAXOPHONES, AND THE SECOND BRITISH INVASION

        If 1983 had a signature sound, it was the synthesiser. The Yamaha DX7 was released this year — the first truly digital synth, and it changed everything. Suddenly every band could sound like they had an orchestra in a box. The Fairlight CMI was the expensive option — used by Kate Bush, Peter Gabriel, and Trevor Horn. The Roland TB-303 bass synth was also new, though nobody knew yet what it would do to dance music.

But it wasn't all machines. The saxophone had a moment in 1983 that it hasn't had since. Spandau Ballet's 'True' had that iconic sax break. Wham!'s 'Club Tropicana' had a sax solo. The sax was the guitar solo of 1983 — every pop song needed one.

And then there was the video. 1983 was the year the music video became an art form. Michael Jackson's 'Thriller' was a 14-minute short film. Duran Duran's 'Hungry Like the Wolf' was a mini-adventure movie. David Bowie's 'Let's Dance' was a social commentary about racism in Australia, disguised as a dance video. MTV was only two years old, but by 1983 it was the most powerful tastemaker in music. If you wanted a hit in America, you needed a video. British bands understood this better than anyone — hence the Second British Invasion.

Culture Club, Duran Duran, the Police, Eurythmics, Wham!, Spandau Ballet — they dominated the US charts in a way British pop hadn't since the Beatles. Between them, they had 15 top ten hits in America in 1983. The UK music press called it the Second British Invasion. The Americans just called it good music.

But the underground was stirring too. The Smiths released their first single, 'Hand in Glove', in May 1983. It didn't chart. But it was a signal — something new was coming from Manchester. The Jesus and Mary Chain formed this year. So did the Frankie Goes to Hollywood lineup that would conquer 1984. The seeds of indie, dance, and alternative were all being planted in 1983.

It was a year of transition. The old guard — Bowie, the Police, the Stones — were still making their best work. The new guard — Wham!, Culture Club, Eurythmics — were taking over. And the future — New Order, the Smiths, Frankie — were waiting in the wings.

      

        BRITAIN IN 1983

        Margaret Thatcher won a second term in June 1983 — a landslide victory that shocked even her own party. The Falklands factor was still strong. Michael Foot's Labour party ran on a manifesto that journalists called 'the longest suicide note in history'. The country was deeply divided. The miners were stockpiling coal, preparing for a fight that would come the following year.

In technology, the future was arriving fast. The first mobile phone call in Britain was made on New Year's Day 1983 — Michael Harrison called his father, Sir Ernest Harrison, chairman of Vodafone, from a car on the A40. The ZX Spectrum was the must-have computer — 48K of RAM, rubber keys, and a loading screen that took ten minutes. A generation learned to code on that machine.

The first CD players went on sale in the UK in March 1983. A Philips CD100 cost £300. A single CD cost £15 — about £50 in today's money. People thought it was a fad. Vinyl would never die, they said.

In the cinema, Return of the Jedi was the biggest film of the year. The Empire Strikes Back had set an impossible standard, but Jedi had the speeder bike chase, the Ewoks, and that final lightsaber duel. Flashdance was the surprise hit — a film about a welder who wants to be a dancer, with a soundtrack that sold 20 million copies. 'What a Feeling' by Irene Cara was everywhere.

On TV, The Black Adder aired for the first time in June 1983. It was set in the Middle Ages, Rowan Atkinson played a scheming prince, and it was... not great. The BBC nearly cancelled it. But they gave it another series, and the rest is history. The A-Team also arrived on British screens. 'I love it when a plan comes together.'

In the wider world, the US invaded Grenada in October. Ronald Reagan called it a 'rescue mission'. Margaret Thatcher was furious — Grenada was a Commonwealth country. The Cold War was still freezing. And in the charts, nobody cared about any of it. They were too busy dancing.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 18
Longest-running number one: Culture Club — 'Karma Chameleon' (6 weeks)
Biggest-selling single: Culture Club — 'Karma Chameleon' (1.4 million UK sales)
Second biggest: Billy Joel — 'Uptown Girl' (1.1 million)
Third biggest: UB40 — 'Red Red Wine' (950,000)

Chart size: Top 50 (full year)
Record format: 45rpm vinyl still reigned, but cassingles were starting to appear. The 12-inch single was the format for club tracks — 'Blue Monday' sold mostly on 12-inch.

Michael Jackson had five top ten hits in 1983 — more than any other artist.
British artists held 12 of the 18 number one spots.
The Flying Pickets' 'Only You' was the first a cappella Christmas number one.
'Relax' by Frankie Goes to Hollywood spent 50 weeks on the chart — the longest run of any single in 1983.

Albums chart: Thriller was the biggest album of the year, followed by Synchronicity, Let's Dance, and No Parlez.

CD players in UK homes by end of 1983: approximately 30,000.
Cost of a CD: £15.
Cost of a vinyl single: £1.99.

And one more: the Rubik's Cube sold 10 million units in 1983. Everyone was twisting coloured squares. Nobody finished it.

      

        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.

vantagedigitalstudio.com

Precision. Power. Presence.

---

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