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        WELCOME TO 1997

        1997 was a year of extremes. In May, Tony Blair walked into Downing Street with a 179-seat majority and the Spice Girls' 'Who Do You Think You Are' was number one. The country felt young, optimistic, like something had finally clicked. 'Things Can Only Get Better,' the D:Ream song Labour had adopted, was played at the victory party. For a few months, it actually felt true.

Then August happened. Princess Diana died in a Paris underpass on the 31st, chased by paparazzi. The nation didn't just mourn — it broke. The flowers outside Kensington Palace piled so deep you couldn't see the railings. Elton John, a friend of Diana's, rewrote 'Candle in the Wind' and sang it at Westminster Abbey. The single sold 5 million copies in the UK alone. It's still the biggest-selling single in British history.

Six months earlier, in March, the Notorious B.I.G. was shot dead in LA after a party at the Petersen Automotive Museum. He was 24. Tupac had been killed six months before. East Coast–West Coast rap was no longer a rivalry — it was a body count. Puff Daddy's tribute 'I'll Be Missing You' spent six weeks at number one, sampling the Police's 'Every Breath You Take.' It was a song about grief that became a stadium anthem.

And in between all that, the music was extraordinary. Radiohead released 'OK Computer' in May and changed what rock music could sound like. The Prodigy's 'The Fat of the Land' made rave music go global. Missy Elliott and Timbaland bent R&B into shapes nobody had heard before. Oasis released 'Be Here Now' to the most insane hype Britain had ever seen for an album, and it sold 813,000 copies in its first week — then promptly collapsed under its own weight.

1997 was the year Britannia was supposedly 'cool' and the year we buried a princess. It was the year of 'Barbie Girl' and 'Bitter Sweet Symphony.' It made no sense. It was brilliant. It was devastating. It was 1997.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 1997

        Twenty-four different singles hit number one in 1997 — the same as the year before, but the stories behind them were wilder.

The year started with the Spice Girls' '2 Become 1' holding over Christmas, then Tori Amos took 'Professional Widow' to the top in a remix that turned her piano balladry into a dancefloor thumper. One week only, but what a week.

White Town's 'Your Woman' was the most unlikely number one of the year — a bedroom recording by Jyoti Mishra, built around a 1930s trumpet sample. It cost next to nothing to make and went to number one in January. That kind of thing doesn't happen anymore.

Blur's 'Beetlebum' was a druggy, slow-burn homage to — well, you can guess — and it gave them a number one in February. Damon Albarn later said it was about heroin. The Britpop hangover was beginning.

No Doubt's 'Don't Speak' spent three weeks at the top in February and March. It was the song that made Gwen Stefani a star, even though it was really about the band breaking up with their original singer. Awkward.

The Spice Girls came back with 'Mama' / 'Who Do You Think You Are' in March — a double A-side for Comic Relief. Three weeks at number one. Geri Halliwell's Union Jack dress at the Brits was still weeks away.

The Chemical Brothers took 'Block Rockin' Beats' to number one in April. No vocals, just a breakbeat and a sample of 'I'm the king of the rock.' It was big beat's coronation.

R Kelly's 'I Believe I Can Fly' was three weeks at number one in April. It's impossible to hear it now without the weight of everything that came after, but in 1997 it was the song from 'Space Jam' and everyone sang along.

Hanson's 'MmmBop' was three weeks in June. Three blonde brothers from Oklahoma. The song made no sense lyrically but it was impossible to hate. Teenage girls went insane. So did their dads.

Puff Daddy's 'I'll Be Missing You' dominated June, July, and August — six non-consecutive weeks. It was the year's longest-running number one. Every radio play felt like a memorial service.

Oasis's 'D'You Know What I Mean?' spent one week at number one in July. It was the first single from 'Be Here Now' and it was seven minutes long, with a video that cost a fortune and made no sense. It was Oasis at peak arrogance.

Elton John's 'Candle in the Wind 1997' / 'Something About the Way You Look Tonight' entered at number one in September and stayed five weeks. It sold 658,000 copies in its first week. The B-side, 'Something About the Way You Look Tonight,' was actually the A-side on the chart listing — but everyone called it 'Candle in the Wind.'

Aqua's 'Barbie Girl' hit number one in October and stayed four weeks. It was novelty pop at its most shameless — a Danish-Norwegian group singing about plastic. It was also the most complained-about song of the year. Mattel sued. They lost.

And the Christmas number one? The Spice Girls again — 'Too Much,' a ballad from 'Spiceworld.' Two weeks at the top. Girl Power ruled the festive season.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

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

The Verve's 'Bitter Sweet Symphony' peaked at number two — kept off the top by Elton's Diana tribute. It's one of the great injustices of 1990s chart history. The song was built around a five-note string sample from an orchestral version of the Rolling Stones' 'The Last Time.' ABKCO, the Stones' publisher, sued, and eventually took 100% of the royalties. Richard Ashcroft ended up with nothing from his own song. It took until 2019 for the rights to be returned.

Radiohead's 'Paranoid Android' reached number three in May. A six-minute, multi-part epic with a video directed by Magnus Carlsson that looked like a graphic novel come to life. It was the least likely top-three single of the year — and it was glorious.

Robbie Williams' 'Angels' peaked at number four in December. It was the fourth single from 'Life thru a Lens' and it took a while to catch on, but once it did, it never went away. It's now one of the most-played songs at British funerals and weddings. Robbie wrote it with Guy Chambers, who'd been a session musician. They'd go on to become one of the most successful songwriting partnerships in British pop.

Eternal's 'I Wanna Be the Only One' with Bebe Winans was a number one in May — a gospel-tinged R&B ballad that was the group's biggest hit. They'd started as a trio, then Easther and Vernie Bennett fired their third member Kéllé Bryan. The song was their only number one.

Olive's 'You're Not Alone' was a number one in May — a gorgeous, swooning piece of progressive house that sounded like nothing else on the radio. It was the only hit Olive ever had. Singer Ruth-Ann Boyle went on to join the dance act Way Out West.

Will Smith's 'Men in Black' hit number one in September — a bouncy theme song for the summer's biggest film. It sampled Patrice Rushen's 'Forget Me Nots' and featured Smith rapping about neuralyzers and sunglasses. It was pure, unapologetic fun.

Gary Barlow's 'Love Won't Wait' was a number one in May — written by Madonna and Shep Pettibone. Barlow was trying to establish himself as a solo artist after Take That. The song went to number one but his album tanked. Robbie Williams, meanwhile, was outselling him ten to one by Christmas. The battle of the ex-Take That members was already over.

And then there was 'Barbie Girl.' It peaked at number one for four weeks and sold over a million copies in the UK. It was the song everyone loved to hate and hated to love. The video was a pink nightmare. The lyrics were a lawsuit waiting to happen. It was 1997 in a nutshell.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **Radiohead — 'OK Computer'**
Released 21 May 1997. It entered the UK chart at number one and stayed in the top 10 for 19 weeks. Thom Yorke wrote the lyrics on a laptop while the band recorded in a 15th-century mansion in Bath. The album was about modern life — airports, motorways, technology, alienation. It won the Grammy for Best Alternative Album. It's regularly voted the best album of the 1990s. It's also the album that made Radiohead hate being famous.

**The Verve — 'Urban Hymns'**
Released 29 September 1997. The Verve had split up twice before this album. Guitarist Nick McCabe was fired and rehired during recording. Richard Ashcroft was in a relationship with Kate Radley (ex-Spiritualized), who appears on the album cover. 'The Drugs Don't Work' reached number one — a song Ashcroft wrote about his father dying of cancer. 'Urban Hymns' sold 3 million copies in the UK alone.

**The Prodigy — 'The Fat of the Land'**
Released 30 June 1997. It went straight to number one in the UK and the US — the first time an independent label album had topped the Billboard 200. 'Firestarter' had been a number one single in 1996, with Keith Flint's terrifying video scaring parents everywhere. 'Breathe' was number one in 1996 too. The album sold 10 million copies worldwide. It was the sound of rave culture going mainstream without losing its edge.

**Oasis — 'Be Here Now'**
Released 21 August 1997. The most anticipated album in British history. It sold 813,000 copies in its first week — a record that stood for years. Noel Gallagher was doing so much cocaine during recording that he later said he couldn't hear the songs properly. The reviews were mixed. The backlash was immediate. Within a year, Noel was calling it 'the sound of a bunch of guys on coke, not giving a fuck.' It's still a fascinating document of hubris.

**Spice Girls — 'Spiceworld'**
Released 1 November 1997. The follow-up to 'Spice' sold 7 million copies worldwide in its first two months. The film of the same name came out in December. It was terrible. Nobody cared. The Spice Girls were a phenomenon that transcended music criticism.

**Missy Elliott — 'Supa Dupa Fly'**
Released 15 July 1997. Produced entirely by Timbaland. The video for 'The Rain (Supa Dupa Fly)' featured Missy in a giant inflatable trash bag. It was weird, futuristic, and completely unlike anything else in R&B. Timbaland's beats were sparse, syncopated, and alien. The album went platinum and changed the sound of hip-hop and R&B forever.

**Spiritualized — 'Ladies and Gentlemen We Are Floating in Space'**
Released 16 June 1997. Jason Pierce recorded it after a breakup with Kate Radley — who'd left him for Richard Ashcroft of the Verve. The album is a 70-minute suite about heartbreak, addiction, and redemption. It opens with a version of 'I Can't Help Falling in Love' and ends with a 17-minute gospel-tinged epic. It's one of the most emotionally devastating albums ever made.

**Robbie Williams — 'Life thru a Lens'**
Released 29 September 1997. It entered at number one and spawned four hit singles. 'Angels' was the fourth and biggest. The album was co-written with Guy Chambers, who'd worked with World Party and the Waterboys. It sold 2.4 million copies in the UK. Robbie went from being 'the fat one from Take That' to the biggest solo star in Britain.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        The Verve's 'Bitter Sweet Symphony' peaked at number two in the UK. It was kept off the top by Elton John's 'Candle in the Wind 1997' — a song that sold 5 million copies and was played at a princess's funeral. There was no competing with that.

But here's the thing: 'Bitter Sweet Symphony' should have been a number one. It was the song of the year — the one that played in every club, every pub, every car. It was the song that made you stop whatever you were doing and listen. The string sample, the way Richard Ashcroft's voice cracks on 'I'm a million different people from one day to the next' — it was perfect.

And then the Verve lost everything on it. ABKCO, the company that owned the Rolling Stones' publishing, claimed the sample was used without permission. The Verve had licensed it, but ABKCO argued they'd used too much. The settlement gave 100% of the royalties to ABKCO. Jagger and Richards got the songwriting credit. The Verve got nothing.

It took 22 years for the rights to be returned. In 2019, Mick Jagger and Keith Richards signed over their royalties to Richard Ashcroft. 'It's a great gesture,' Ashcroft said. 'I'm very grateful.'

But in 1997, the song that defined the year wasn't even theirs anymore.

      

        THE SOUND OF 1997

        If 1997 had a sound, it was a collision. Britpop was dying — Oasis's 'Be Here Now' was its bloated, cocaine-fuelled funeral. But from its ashes came something stranger and more interesting.

Radiohead's 'OK Computer' was the sound of a band that had stopped caring about being popular. 'Paranoid Android' was six minutes of time-signature changes and existential dread. 'Karma Police' was a piano ballad about revenge. 'No Surprises' was a lullaby for the end of the world. It wasn't rock music as anyone had understood it. It was something new.

The Prodigy's 'The Fat of the Land' was the sound of rave culture finally breaking America. 'Smack My Bitch Up' was controversial — the video was banned, the lyrics were debated. 'Firestarter' had Keith Flint with his green hair and his terrifying stare. It was punk energy with electronic production. It was the sound of the underground becoming the mainstream.

Missy Elliott and Timbaland were making R&B that didn't sound like R&B. 'The Rain (Supa Dupa Fly)' had a beat that sounded like a broken washing machine. Missy's flow was playful, weird, confident. She was rapping about being fly, being rich, being herself. It was the sound of the future.

And then there was the sound of grief. 'Candle in the Wind 1997' was played on every radio station, in every shop, at every funeral for months. 'I'll Be Missing You' was the same — a song about loss that became inescapable. 1997 was the year we learned to mourn in public.

But it was also the year of 'Barbie Girl' — a song so ridiculous it became a global phenomenon. And 'MmmBop' — a song that made no sense but made everyone happy. And 'Men in Black' — a theme song for a movie about aliens that was actually about Will Smith being cool.

1997 didn't have one sound. It had a dozen. And they were all fighting for space.

      

        BRITAIN IN 1997

        Tony Blair walked into Number 10 on 2 May with a landslide that wiped out the Tories. Michael Portillo lost his seat. The Conservative Party was reduced to 165 MPs — its worst result since 1906. The night of the election, Blair stood outside the Royal Festival Hall with the Spice Girls' 'Who Do You Think You Are' playing in the background. 'A new dawn has broken, has it not?' he said. It felt like it had.

'Cool Britannia' was the phrase. Noel Gallagher went to Downing Street for a reception. Oasis and Blur were on the cover of Newsweek. Britain was suddenly fashionable. It didn't last, of course — by 1998 the phrase was a joke — but for a few months in 1997, it felt real.

Hong Kong was handed back to China on 1 July, ending 156 years of British rule. Prince Charles attended the handover ceremony. The rain poured down. The Union Jack was lowered. It was the end of an empire, and it happened quietly, in the rain, on a Tuesday night.

Princess Diana died on 31 August. The Queen was criticised for not returning to London immediately. The Royal Family looked out of touch. Tony Blair called Diana 'the People's Princess' in a televised address. The funeral on 6 September was watched by 2.5 billion people worldwide. Elton John performed. Earl Spencer, Diana's brother, gave a speech that attacked the Royal Family. The crowd outside Westminster Abbey applauded.

Harry Potter and the Philosopher's Stone was published on 26 June by Bloomsbury. The first print run was only 500 copies. J.K. Rowling was a single mother on benefits. Within a year, the book had won every major children's book award. Within a decade, she was richer than the Queen.

Titanic opened in December. It was three hours and 14 minutes long. It cost $200 million to make. Everyone said it would be a disaster. It became the highest-grossing film of all time. Teenage girls went to see it five, ten, fifteen times. Leonardo DiCaprio became the most famous person on the planet.

Men in Black was the summer blockbuster — Will Smith in a suit, neuralyzing everyone. Good Will Hunting came out in December and made Matt Damon and Ben Affleck Oscar winners. Boogie Nights was the film everyone talked about but your parents wouldn't let you see.

The first DVD players went on sale in the US in March. They cost $599. Nobody knew what a DVD was. Within a decade, they'd killed VHS.

Mother Teresa died on 5 September, five days after Diana. The world lost two icons in one week. It felt like the end of something.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 24
Longest-running number one: Puff Daddy & Faith Evans — 'I'll Be Missing You' (6 weeks)
Biggest-selling single: Elton John — 'Candle in the Wind 1997' (5 million+ UK sales, best-selling single of all time)
Fastest-selling album: Oasis — 'Be Here Now' (813,000 copies in first week)
Albums chart number ones: 1997 had 27 different number one albums
Singles sales: 78 million singles sold in the UK — a five-year high
Chart size: Top 75 singles, Top 100 albums
Record formats: CD singles now dominant, cassette singles declining, vinyl at 2% of market
DVD players sold worldwide in 1997: 350,000
Harry Potter first print run: 500 copies
Titanic box office: $2.2 billion worldwide (eventual total)
Labour majority: 179 seats
Princess Diana funeral viewers: 2.5 billion

      

        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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