[image: 1991 Cover]

        WELCOME TO 1991

        If 1990 was the year the Eighties finally stopped pretending they were still happening, 1991 was the year the Nineties properly arrived — and it arrived with a guitar riff that sounded like a fuse being lit.

Let's get the obvious out of the way: Bryan Adams' "(Everything I Do) I Do It for You" sat at number one for sixteen weeks. That's not a typo. From July to October, you couldn't walk into a pub, a chip shop, or your own front room without hearing that piano intro. It came from Robin Hood: Prince of Thieves, a film where Kevin Costner attempted an English accent and failed, but nobody cared because the song was everywhere. Sixteen weeks. The longest run in British chart history up to that point. It broke the record set by — of all things — the 1953 release of "(How Much Is) That Doggie in the Window?" by Lita Roza. Yes, really.

But while Bryan Adams was hoovering up chart sales, something else was happening in America. A three-piece band from Aberdeen, Washington released an album called Nevermind. The first single was "Smells Like Teen Spirit." It peaked at number seven in the UK. It didn't need to be number one. It changed everything anyway.

Meanwhile, dance music was having its own revolution. The KLF — two Scots in white overalls who'd already burned a million quid and would later do it again — took "3 a.m. Eternal" to number one in January. Massive Attack released Blue Lines and invented a genre nobody had a name for yet. Primal Scream, who'd spent the Eighties trying and failing to be the next Rolling Stones, dropped Screamadelica and won the first ever Mercury Prize.

And then November happened. Freddie Mercury died on the 24th, the day after he'd finally confirmed he had AIDS. Queen's "Bohemian Rhapsody" went straight back to number one for Christmas. The single was a double A-side with "These Are the Days of Our Lives" — their last video, filmed when Freddie could barely stand. You watched it and you knew.

1991 was the year the music split in two. On one side: the polished, the safe, the record-breaking. On the other: the raw, the strange, the new. Both sides were brilliant. Neither side knew what was coming next.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 1991

        Seventeen different songs hit number one in 1991, but one of them ate up nearly a third of the year. Here's how it played out.

The year kicked off with Iron Maiden — "Bring Your Daughter to the Slaughter." Yes, a heavy metal band about sacrificing your offspring was the first number one of 1991. It had been banned by the BBC two years earlier for being too violent. They relented. The song went to number one. Eddie, their undead mascot, had the last laugh.

Then came Enigma's "Sadeness (Part I)" — Gregorian chants over a Europop beat. It was the kind of thing you'd hear in a nightclub at 2 a.m. and wonder if you'd accidentally taken something. Two weeks at number one.

The KLF followed with "3 a.m. Eternal (Live at the S.S.L.)" — a stadium house anthem built on a sample of "The Blue Danube" waltz and a choir of children chanting about the ancient Egyptians. It made perfect sense at the time. Two weeks.

Then: The Simpsons. "Do the Bartman" was a novelty rap track written by Michael Jackson (uncredited, though everyone knew). Bart Simpson spent three weeks at number one. The Nineties had officially become self-aware.

The Clash's "Should I Stay or Should I Go" finally hit number one in March — nine years after its original release, thanks to a Levi's advert. Two weeks.

Chesney Hawkes' "The One and Only" was the sound of every teenage girl in Britain losing their mind. Five weeks at number one. It came from the film Buddy's Song, which nobody saw. Hawkes would never have another hit. But for those five weeks in spring, he was the biggest pop star in the country.

Cher's "The Shoop Shoop Song (It's in His Kiss)" — four weeks. From Mermaids, a film where Cher played Winona Ryder's mum. The song was from 1963. Nobody cared.

Color Me Badd's "I Wanna Sex You Up" — three weeks. A New Jack Swing ballad so explicit it made your parents uncomfortable. It was on the New Jack City soundtrack. The band wore matching white suits. They looked like a wedding party that had escaped.

Jason Donovan's "Any Dream Will Do" — two weeks. From Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat. The West End invaded the charts. Two weeks of Andrew Lloyd Webber at number one.

And then, on July 7th, Bryan Adams arrived. He didn't leave until October 27th. Sixteen weeks. The record stood for nearly a decade until Whitney Houston's "I Will Always Love You" broke it in 1992.

After Bryan finally let go, U2's "The Fly" spent one week at number one — a snarling, distorted, self-mocking single that announced "the sound of four men chopping down The Joshua Tree." Bono wore fly sunglasses. The reinvention had begun.

Vic Reeves and the Wonder Stuff's "Dizzy" — two weeks. A cover of a Tommy Roe song from 1969. Vic Reeves was a comedian. The Wonder Stuff were an indie band. It was absurd and wonderful.

And then Freddie died. "Bohemian Rhapsody" / "These Are the Days of Our Lives" went to number one on December 15th and stayed there for five weeks, through Christmas and into 1992. It was the first time a song had been Christmas number one twice — the first time was 1975, the year it was originally released.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

        The number ones tell one story. The rest of the top 40 tells a weirder, more interesting one.

Nirvana's "Smells Like Teen Spirit" peaked at number seven in the UK. It entered the chart at number 60 in November, climbed slowly, and never cracked the top five. But it didn't matter. The video — a high school pep rally descending into chaos — was on MTV every hour. Kurt Cobain in a striped jumper, deliberately smashing his own gear. The song was a Pixies rip-off, Kurt admitted that. But the Pixies never wrote a chorus that detonated like that.

R.E.M.'s "Losing My Religion" peaked at number 19 in the UK. It was the biggest American alternative rock song of the year, built around a mandolin riff Michael Stipe heard while watching TV. The video — all religious iconography and slow-motion anguish — was everywhere. It made R.E.M. into stadium-fillers. They'd been making brilliant records for a decade. Suddenly everyone was paying attention.

Massive Attack's "Unfinished Sympathy" reached number 13. It still sounds like nothing else from 1991 — a string section, a drum loop, Shara Nelson's voice floating over the top like smoke. The video was a single continuous shot of Shara walking down a street in Los Angeles, the camera never cutting away. It cost almost nothing. It looked like the future.

Seal's "Crazy" peaked at number two. Produced by Trevor Horn, it was a song about mental health that somehow became a dancefloor anthem. "We're never gonna survive unless we get a little crazy." Seal had the scars on his face from a condition called discoid lupus. He didn't hide them. He didn't need to.

Rozalla's "Everybody's Free (To Feel Good)" hit number six. A rave anthem with a gospel choir and a beat that could lift a warehouse roof. Rozalla was from Zimbabwe. She'd moved to the UK and ended up with one of the defining dance records of the year.

Primal Scream's "Loaded" — number 16. Built around a sample from Peter Fonda in The Wild Angels: "We wanna be free to do what we wanna do." It was the sound of a band that had finally found itself, thanks to Andrew Weatherall and a crate of ecstasy.

And then there was the weird stuff. The Shamen's "Move Any Mountain (Progenitor '91)" — number four. A psychedelic dance track about a fictional drug called Progenitor. The band's singer had drowned in a surfing accident earlier that year. The song became their biggest hit.

Right Said Fred's "I'm Too Sexy" — number two. A novelty song about being too attractive for your own shirt. It was sung by a former ballet dancer and his brother. It went to number one in America. The Nineties, everybody.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        Nirvana — Nevermind
Released September 24th in the US. It entered the UK album chart at number 36. By January 1992 it was number one. Butch Vig produced it in six weeks for ,000. The cover — a baby underwater, chasing a dollar bill on a fishhook — cost  to shoot. The album sold 30 million copies. Kurt Cobain hated the cover. He also hated the fame. He also hated that the album was so polished. But he wrote "Lithium," "Come as You Are," and "In Bloom" on the same record. You can't argue with that.

U2 — Achtung Baby
After the pomposity of Rattle and Hum — the film, the blues covers, Bono's cowboy hat — U2 went to Berlin, booked into Hansa Studios (where David Bowie made "Heroes"), and nearly broke up. The sessions were miserable. The Edge's marriage was falling apart. Then, one afternoon, they stumbled onto the riff for "One." Everything clicked. The album that came out of it was a shapeshifting, ironic, dance-influenced masterpiece. "The Fly," "Mysterious Ways," "Even Better Than the Real Thing." Bono stopped being a messiah and started being a character. It saved the band.

Primal Scream — Screamadelica
Released September 23rd. It won the first Mercury Music Prize in 1992. Bobby Gillespie had spent the Eighties as a roadie for The Jesus and Mary Chain and fronting a band that couldn't find its sound. Then he discovered acid house. Screamadelica is the sound of that discovery — gospel, dub, house, psychedelic rock, all melted together. "Movin' On Up" sounds like a Sunday morning revival. "Higher Than the Sun" sounds like 4 a.m. in a field. It's the only album that genuinely captures what it felt like to be young and British in 1991.

Massive Attack — Blue Lines
Released April 8th. The birth of trip-hop, though nobody called it that yet. "Unfinished Sympathy," "Safe from Harm," "Daydreaming" — the album was a slow, paranoid, beautiful masterpiece. It sampled Isaac Hayes, John Barry, and The Winstons. It featured Shara Nelson and Horace Andy. It sounded like Bristol in the rain.

R.E.M. — Out of Time
Released March 12th. The album that turned R.E.M. from college rock darlings into global superstars. "Losing My Religion" was the hit, but "Radio Song" had KRS-One rapping, "Texarkana" had Mike Mills on lead vocals, and "Country Feedback" was the best song Michael Stipe had ever written. It went to number one in the UK and the US.

Red Hot Chili Peppers — Blood Sugar Sex Magik
Released September 24th. Produced by Rick Rubin in a house the band lived in for the recording. John Frusciante played guitar like his life depended on it — because it did. "Under the Bridge" was Anthony Kiedis writing about his heroin addiction. It became their biggest song. Frusciante quit the band the following year, overwhelmed by the success.

Guns N' Roses — Use Your Illusion I & II
Released September 17th. Two albums on the same day. 75 minutes of music each. It was absurdly indulgent and absolutely brilliant. "November Rain" had a nine-minute running time and a video that cost a million dollars. "Don't Cry," "Live and Let Die," "Civil War." Axl Rose was wearing a kilt and a top hat. The band was already falling apart. But for one moment, they were the biggest rock band on earth.

Michael Jackson — Dangerous
Released November 26th. The follow-up to Bad. It wasn't as good, but it was still Michael Jackson. "Black or White" had a video directed by John Landis that turned into a 10-minute short film. "Remember the Time" was a nine-minute epic set in ancient Egypt, starring Eddie Murphy and Magic Johnson. The album sold 32 million copies. It was also the beginning of the end — the first cracks were starting to show.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        Nirvana's "Smells Like Teen Spirit" peaked at number seven in the UK. It's the most famous "not-quite-number-one" in British chart history.

Here's the thing: it didn't need to be number one. The song was too raw, too strange, too confrontational for the mainstream charts of late 1991. The top five that week in November included Daydream's "Redbone" (a novelty rap about a dog), The KLF's "Justified & Ancient" (with Tammy Wynette, of all people), and Michael Jackson's "Black or White." Nirvana didn't fit in that company. They weren't supposed to.

But "Smells Like Teen Spirit" did something that none of those songs could do: it changed what music sounded like for the next five years. Within twelve months, every major label was signing grunge bands. Record executives flew to Seattle with cheque books. Hair metal died overnight. You can trace a direct line from that single to the end of the Eighties.

It peaked at number seven. It should have been number one. But in a way, it was bigger than number one. Number one is a statistic. "Smells Like Teen Spirit" is a before-and-after.

And here's another one that got away: Massive Attack's "Unfinished Sympathy" peaked at number 13. It's regularly voted one of the greatest songs ever made. It never even made the top ten. The charts have always been bad at measuring greatness.

      

        THE SOUND OF 1991

        If 1991 had a sound, it was the sound of things splitting apart.

Dance music had gone mainstream. The KLF, Oceanic, Bizarre Inc, Rozalla — the rave scene that had been bubbling underground since 1988 finally broke through. The government had tried to kill it with the Criminal Justice Bill. They failed. "Insanity" by Oceanic was a number one single built on a single piano riff and a woman screaming. It was brilliant and ridiculous in equal measure.

Grunge arrived from America, but it landed differently in the UK. We didn't have a Seattle scene. We had shoegaze — My Bloody Valentine, Slowdive, Ride — bands that turned their backs on the audience and stared at their shoes. We had Madchester fading into baggy. We had the tail end of the Stone Roses' long silence. Grunge felt like an import, not a homegrown movement. But it still hit hard.

And then there was the sound of reinvention. U2, the biggest band in the world, deliberately made a weird, difficult album. Primal Scream, a band that had been written off, made a masterpiece by embracing dance music. Seal, a singer with facial scars and a voice like honey, made soul music that sounded like it came from another planet.

The year's defining musical moment wasn't a single song. It was the gap between Bryan Adams and Nirvana. Between the safe and the dangerous. Between the record books and the history books. 1991 was the year both sides existed at once, and the year the balance tipped.

      

        BRITAIN IN 1991

        John Major was Prime Minister. He'd taken over from Margaret Thatcher in November 1990, and the country was still adjusting to life after Maggie. Major was grey, sensible, and fond of saying things like "a nation at ease with itself." Nobody was entirely sure what that meant.

The Gulf War happened in January and February. Operation Desert Storm. Saddam Hussein had invaded Kuwait the previous August, and now a coalition led by the US and the UK was pushing him out. It was the first war broadcast live on television — green night-vision footage of bombs falling on Baghdad. It felt like a video game. It wasn't.

The Soviet Union collapsed in December. The Cold War, which had defined global politics for nearly fifty years, ended not with a bang but with a whimper — a man named Gorbachev resigning on live TV, the hammer and sickle lowered over the Kremlin for the last time. The world suddenly had one superpower. Nobody knew what that meant either.

Freddie Mercury died on November 24th, aged 45. He'd announced he had AIDS the day before. The news hit harder than anyone expected. Queen had always been a band that felt immortal. Suddenly they weren't. The tribute outside his Garden Lodge home in Kensington was a carpet of flowers, letters, and messages. People cried in the street.

On TV: The Crystal Maze started its first full series, with Richard O'Brien in a catsuit herding contestants through Aztec and Industrial zones. The Brittas Empire began — Chris Barrie as the worst manager in the world. Father Ted started on Channel 4 in April, though it took a while to find its audience. The Silence of the Lambs was in cinemas — "Hello, Clarice." Terminator 2 blew everyone's minds with liquid metal CGI. JFK had everyone asking questions about the assassination.

And in August, a British computer scientist named Tim Berners-Lee launched the first ever website. It was a simple text page explaining what the World Wide Web was. Nobody read it. Nobody knew what was coming.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 17
Longest-running number one: Bryan Adams — "(Everything I Do) I Do It for You" (16 weeks)
Biggest-selling single: Bryan Adams — "(Everything I Do) I Do It for You" (1.58 million UK sales)
Biggest-selling album: Simply Red — Stars (eventually the biggest-selling album of the 1990s in the UK, though it was released in September and kept selling through 1992)
Christmas number one: Queen — "Bohemian Rhapsody" / "These Are the Days of Our Lives" (5 weeks)
Number of weeks Bryan Adams was at number one: 16 out of 52 (30.7% of the year)
Nirvana's Nevermind peak chart position: 36 (entry), eventually number one in 1992
Freddie Mercury's age at death: 45
First Mercury Prize winner: Primal Scream — Screamadelica (awarded September 1992, for the 1991 album year)
Price of a CD single: £3.99
Price of a 7" vinyl single: £1.99
Cost of a pint of milk: 32p
Average house price: £55,000

      

        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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