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        WELCOME TO 1996

        Let's get one thing straight: 1996 was a mess. A glorious, chaotic, brilliant mess.

It started with Babylon Zoo's 'Spaceman' — a song that only went to number one because Levi's used the slowed-down bit in a jeans advert. EMI claimed it was their fastest-selling single since The Beatles. Nobody bought the album. Nobody remembers the band's name. That's 1996 in a nutshell: hype, then silence.

Then the Spice Girls happened. Five women in Union Jack dresses, shouting 'zig-a-zig-ah' at the nation. 'Wannabe' landed in July and sat at number one for seven weeks. By Christmas they had three number ones, a debut album that wouldn't stop selling, and the entire country in a headlock. You either loved them or you were wrong.

Meanwhile, Keith Flint dyed his hair green, stuck his tongue out, and terrified the nation's parents on Top of the Pops. The Prodigy's 'Firestarter' got 102 complaints to the BBC. It went to number one anyway. The underground had finally crawled up through the floorboards.

Euro 96 happened. Football came home, stayed for a month, then got knocked out on penalties by Germany at Wembley. Gareth Southgate became a national villain for missing that penalty. The whole country sang 'Three Lions' and then cried into their pints.

And in September, Tupac Shakur was shot dead in Las Vegas. He was 25. The world stopped for a second.

1996 wasn't neat. It was Britpop winding down, girl power exploding, electronic music breaking through, and hip-hop losing one of its brightest stars. It was the year everything changed — and nothing was quite ready for what came next.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 1996

        Twenty-four different singles hit number one in 1996 — the most since 1980. Here's who actually mattered:

**Babylon Zoo — 'Spaceman' (5 weeks)**
The year's first number one and its most accidental. Levi's used a slowed-down snippet in an ad, the single sold 420,000 copies in its first week, and Jas Mann became an overnight star who vanished just as fast. The album tanked. The legacy? A trivia question.

**The Prodigy — 'Firestarter' (3 weeks)**
March 1996. Keith Flint, all green hair and manic energy, snarling 'I'm the firestarter' while the BBC switchboard lit up with complaints. Top of the Pops had never seen anything like it. Neither had anyone else. This was the moment rave culture stopped being a niche and started being a threat.

**Fugees — 'Killing Me Softly' (5 weeks)**
June 1996. Lauryn Hill took Roberta Flack's 1973 classic, flipped it into something entirely her own, and made it the song of the summer. The album 'The Score' had already been out for months — demand for this as a single was so intense the label had no choice. It sold over a million in the UK alone.

**Spice Girls — 'Wannabe' (7 weeks)**
Released 26 June 1996. The debut single that rewrote the rulebook. Seven weeks at number one, 1.3 million UK sales, and a cultural footprint that's still visible today. 'Wannabe' wasn't just a pop song — it was a declaration of war on the boys' club.

**Spice Girls — 'Say You'll Be There' (2 weeks)**
The follow-up. Less chaotic than 'Wannabe', more polished, but still unmistakably them. Two weeks at the top, then straight into album number one.

**Spice Girls — '2 Become 1' (1 week)**
The Christmas number one. A ballad, of all things. They'd already conquered the year — this was just the victory lap.

**Other notable number ones:** George Michael's 'Jesus to a Child' (a tribute to his late partner Anselmo Feleppa), Oasis's 'Don't Look Back in Anger' (the anthem that wasn't 'Wonderwall'), Take That's 'How Deep Is Your Love' (their last before the split), and the Fugees again with 'Ready or Not'.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

        The number ones tell one story. The rest of the top 40 tells the real one.

**Oasis — 'Don't Look Back in Anger'** peaked at number one in February, but it was 'Wonderwall' that defined the year. Still on the charts from its 1995 release, it became the song everyone learned on guitar, the song played at every party, the song that wouldn't die. Noel Gallagher wrote it about a girl who didn't exist. It didn't matter.

**Underworld — 'Born Slippy .NUXX'** peaked at number two. It's the song from the opening of 'Trainspotting' — Renton running from the cops, 'Choose Life' playing over the top. Danny Boyle didn't even know the lyrics were about alcoholism when he picked it. He just knew it sounded like the future.

**Pulp — 'Disco 2000'** peaked at number seven. Jarvis Cocker's ode to Deborah Bone, the girl he fancied as a kid. 'Let's all meet up in the year 2000' — it felt like a promise back then. The millennium was still four years away. Anything seemed possible.

**Manic Street Preachers — 'A Design for Life'** peaked at number two. The first single after Richey Edwards disappeared in February 1995. The band had to decide: call it quits or carry on. They carried on. 'A Design for Life' was their statement of intent — a song about class, about Wales, about refusing to be invisible. It remains their finest moment.

**Radiohead — 'Street Spirit (Fade Out)'** peaked at number five. The last single from 'The Bends'. Thom Yorke called it 'our most depressing song'. By the end of 1996, they were in a manor house in Bath, recording what would become 'OK Computer'. Nobody knew it yet, but the 90s were about to get a new soundtrack.

**The Verve — 'History'** peaked at number 27. A minor hit, but worth mentioning because of what came next. Richard Ashcroft was already writing the songs that would become 'Urban Hymns'. The Rolling Stones lawsuit over 'Bitter Sweet Symphony' was still a year away. For now, the Verve were just another band trying to make it work.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **Alanis Morissette — 'Jagged Little Pill'**
Released in 1995. Still the best-selling album of 1996 in the UK. 2 million copies in Britain alone. 'You Oughta Know', 'Ironic', 'Hand in My Pocket' — every single was a grenade. Alanis didn't just break through; she bulldozed the door off its hinges.

**The Fugees — 'The Score'**
Released February 1996. A hip-hop album that sampled everything from Enya to The Delfonics, and somehow made it cohere. Lauryn Hill, Wyclef Jean, and Pras — three voices that shouldn't have worked together, but created something timeless. 'Ready or Not', 'Fu-Gee-La', 'Killing Me Softly'. It won the Grammy for Best Rap Album. It deserved more.

**Manic Street Preachers — 'Everything Must Go'**
Released 20 May 1996. The album that shouldn't exist. After Richey Edwards vanished, the remaining three members could have folded. Instead they made their masterpiece. 'A Design for Life', 'Everything Must Go', 'Australia' — songs about loss, survival, and the stubborn refusal to give up. It won the Mercury Prize. It earned every inch of that award.

**DJ Shadow — 'Endtroducing.....'**
Released 16 September 1996. The first album ever made entirely from samples. No live instruments. No session musicians. Just Josh Davis in a basement in Davis, California, with an Akai MPC60 and a crate of records. 'Building Steam with a Grain of Salt', 'Midnight in a Perfect World' — this wasn't just an album, it was a thesis on what sampling could be. The Guinness Book of Records certified it.

**Spice Girls — 'Spice'**
Released 4 November 1996. Five singles, five hits. 'Wannabe', 'Say You'll Be There', '2 Become 1', 'Who Do You Think You Are', 'Mama'. It sold 1.8 million copies in the UK by New Year's Eve. Critics hated it. The public didn't care. It's still one of the best-selling albums by a girl group of all time.

**Underworld — 'Second Toughest in the Infants'**
Released March 1996. The album that contained 'Born Slippy .NUXX' — but that was just the tip. 'Juanita', 'Pearl's Girl', 'Stagger' — this was electronic music at its most human. Karl Hyde's stream-of-consciousness lyrics, Rick Smith's production, the sense that these songs were happening in real time. It still sounds like nothing else.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        **Underworld — 'Born Slippy .NUXX'**

Peaked at number two. Should have been number one.

Here's the thing: 'Born Slippy' wasn't even meant to be a single. It was a B-side from 1995, a track Underworld had more or less forgotten about. Then Danny Boyle used it in 'Trainspotting' — that iconic opening sequence where Ewan McGregor runs through the streets of Edinburgh, 'Choose Life' ringing in his ears.

The song became a phenomenon. It wasn't a pop song — it was a seven-minute electronic track with lyrics that sounded like a drunk man's notebook. 'Shouting lager, lager, lager.' 'Mmm, mmm, mmm.' It shouldn't have worked. It worked brilliantly.

But it was kept off the top by the Spice Girls. 'Say You'll Be There' held the number one spot when 'Born Slippy' peaked. Then '2 Become 1' took over for Christmas. Underworld never got their week at the summit.

It didn't matter. The song became bigger than its chart position. It's the defining track of the 'Trainspotting' soundtrack, one of the best-selling soundtrack albums of the decade. Every time you hear those opening synth notes, you're back in 1996, watching Renton run.

Sometimes the ones that get away are the ones that last longest.

      

        THE SOUND OF 1996

        If 1996 had a sound, it was the sound of collision. Britpop was still breathing — Oasis and Pulp and Blur were still on the radio — but the edges were fraying. Something new was pushing through.

**Girl Power** was the loudest noise of the year. The Spice Girls weren't subtle about it. They didn't need to be. 'Wannabe' was a sledgehammer wrapped in a pop hook, and it hit harder than anything else in 1996. Five women, five personalities, one message: we're here, deal with it.

**Electronic music** stopped being background noise. The Prodigy proved dance music could be aggressive, confrontational, punk. Underworld proved it could be emotional, cinematic, human. Orbital's legendary Glastonbury set (their 1994 appearance, still being talked about in 1996) had already shown what electronic music could do live. The genre was no longer hiding in warehouses — it was headlining festivals.

**Hip-hop** lost its most magnetic figure. Tupac's death on September 13 sent shockwaves through the music world. 'All Eyez on Me' had been released in February — a double album that showed his range, his fury, his vulnerability. He was gone before the year was out. The Fugees carried the torch, but the landscape had shifted.

**Britpop** was running on fumes. 'Everything Must Go' was a masterpiece, but it was a masterpiece about loss and endings. The party was over. The hangover was coming.

And somewhere in a manor house in Bath, Radiohead were recording a song called 'Paranoid Android'. It was six minutes long, had three distinct sections, and sounded nothing like anything on the radio. The future was already being written.

      

        BRITAIN IN 1996

        John Major was Prime Minister, but nobody seemed to notice. The country was in that weird twilight between Thatcherism and Blair — the Tories were exhausted, New Labour was waiting in the wings, and everyone was just getting on with it.

**Euro 96** was the summer's big story. England hosted the tournament, and for a few weeks, the country believed. 'Football's Coming Home' — Baddiel and Skinner's 'Three Lions' — was the unofficial anthem. Paul Gascoigne scored that goal against Scotland, the one where he flicked the ball over Colin Hendry and volleyed it past Andy Goram. Then he did the 'dentist chair' celebration, teammates spraying him with water. It was perfect.

Then came the semi-final. England vs Germany at Wembley. 1-1 after extra time. Penalties. Gareth Southgate stepped up, missed. Germany won. The nation's heart broke in real time. 'Three Lions' became a sad song overnight.

**Dunblane** happened on 13 March. Thomas Hamilton walked into Dunblane Primary School and killed 16 children and one teacher before turning the gun on himself. The worst mass shooting in British history. The country went into mourning. The aftermath led to the Firearms (Amendment) Act 1997, which banned most handguns in the UK. It was the one moment in 1996 that had nothing to do with music or football — just grief, and the slow, painful process of change.

**'Trainspotting'** was released in February. Irvine Welsh's novel had been a cult hit; Danny Boyle's film was a phenomenon. 'Choose life' became a catchphrase. The soundtrack sold millions. Ewan McGregor became a star. The film didn't glamorise heroin — it showed the reality, the filth, the desperation — but it also showed the energy, the dark humour, the refusal to be pitied. It was the most British film of the decade.

**Dolly the sheep** was cloned at the Roslin Institute in Scotland. The world wouldn't find out until February 1997, but the science was done in 1996. A sheep named after Dolly Parton, created from an adult cell, changed everything we thought we knew about biology. The future had arrived, and it looked a lot like a lamb.

**DVD players** went on sale in Japan for the first time. The internet was still a novelty for most people. Mobile phones were bricks. Pogs were a thing. Tamagotchis were about to take over. 1996 was the last year of the old world — and nobody knew it.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 24 (most since 1980)
Longest-running number one: Spice Girls — 'Wannabe' (7 weeks)
Biggest-selling single: Babylon Zoo — 'Spaceman' (first week: 420,000 copies)
Best-selling album: Alanis Morissette — 'Jagged Little Pill' (2,080,000 UK sales)
Mercury Prize winner: Manic Street Preachers — 'Everything Must Go'
Brit Award winners: Best British Band — Oasis; Best British Album — '(What's the Story) Morning Glory?'
Euro 96 attendance: 75,862 at Wembley for England vs Germany semi-final
Dunblane victims: 16 children, 1 teacher
Tupac Shakur: died 13 September 1996, aged 25
Chart format: CDs, cassettes, and vinyl — all still in circulation

      

        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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