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        WELCOME TO 1998

        Let's get one thing straight: 1998 was the year pop music accidentally invented the future.

It happened in October, when a 52-year-old woman who'd been making hits since before most of us were born walked into a studio and sang into a box that made her sound like a robot. Cher's "Believe" wasn't supposed to sound like that. The Auto-Tune was cranked up as a temporary fix — a production trick to hide a dodgy vocal take. Someone forgot to turn it off. And suddenly, every producer in the world was asking: "How do I get that sound?"

But that was just the headline. Underneath, 1998 was a year of strange contradictions. Celine Dion's "My Heart Will Go On" — a power ballad from a film about a sinking ship — became the year's defining emotional epic. You couldn't escape it. It played in every supermarket, every taxi, every wedding disco. And somehow, it still makes people cry.

Meanwhile, Madonna was having her third or fourth reinvention. "Ray of Light" wasn't just a comeback — it was a transformation. She'd discovered electronic music, found William Orbit, and made an album that sounded like she'd been reborn. The video for "Frozen" was all swirling black dresses and desert winds. She was 40, and she'd never been cooler.

Robbie Williams was busy proving everyone wrong. The press had written him off as the fat one from Take That who'd be forgotten by Christmas. Then "Angels" came out in December '97 and just... stayed. It crept into the charts, into people's hearts, into wedding playlists where it still lives today. By the time "Millennium" hit number one in September, Robbie wasn't just a pop star — he was Britain's favourite entertainer.

And then there was everything else. B*Witched arrived with Irish jigs and denim dungarees. All Saints were cooler than the Spice Girls and knew it. Fatboy Slim made big beat feel like a party you weren't invited to but somehow ended up at anyway. Massive Attack released "Mezzanine" and made everything else sound shallow.

1998 was the year the 90s peaked. It was also the year the 90s started to end. Google was founded in a garage. The iMac arrived in Bondi blue. The internet was about to eat the music industry alive. But we didn't know that yet. We were too busy listening to Cher.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 1998

        Eighteen different songs hit the top spot in 1998. Here's who ruled, and how long they stayed.

**All Saints — "Never Ever"** — 5 weeks (Jan–Feb)
The biggest-selling single of the year until Cher came along. A slow-burn R&B ballad that proved girl groups could do more than just shout choruses. Shaznay Lewis wrote it about a real breakup. The video was just five women in a white room looking gorgeous. Sometimes that's all you need.

**Celine Dion — "My Heart Will Go On"** — 2 weeks (Feb–Mar)
James Horner wrote the melody. Celine's husband René Angélil convinced her to record it — she initially thought it was too cheesy. Two weeks at number one, but it spent the entire year in the top 40. The song that wouldn't sink.

**Run DMC vs Jason Nevins — "It's Like That"** — 6 weeks (Mar–Apr)
The weirdest number one of the year. A 15-year-old hip-hop track, remixed by a New York DJ who turned it into a stadium house anthem. Run DMC didn't even know it was happening until it hit. Six weeks at number one. The longest run of 1998 until Cher showed up.

**Cornershop — "Brimful of Asha"** — 1 week (Feb)
The Norman Cook remix turned a quirky indie track about Indian film music into an unlikely chart-topper. Tjinder Singh singing about 45 revolutions per minute over a Bollywood sample. One week at number one, but it's still played at every indie disco.

**Madonna — "Frozen"** — 1 week (Mar)
Her first number one since "La Isla Bonita" in 1987. A cold, atmospheric masterpiece produced with William Orbit. The video cost a fortune and looked like a painting. One week at the top, but it felt bigger.

**Boyzone — "No Matter What"** — 4 weeks (Aug–Sep)
Andrew Lloyd Webber wrote it for his musical Whistle Down the Wind. Boyzone recorded it and sold over a million copies. Ronan Keating's voice, a key change, and a lyric about unconditional love. It was unstoppable.

**B*Witched — "C'est la Vie"** — 2 weeks (May–Jun)
Four Irish teenagers in dungarees, doing a riverdance-inspired routine on Top of the Pops. They became the youngest group ever to debut at number one. The song was about a boy who couldn't dance. It was ridiculous. It was brilliant.

**Robbie Williams — "Millennium"** — 1 week (Sep)
A James Bond theme that wasn't actually a James Bond theme. Robbie in a tuxedo, Nancy Sinatra sample, video full of spy references. One week at number one, but it announced him as a proper star.

**Cher — "Believe"** — 7 weeks (Oct–Dec)
The biggest song of the year. The longest-running number one of the year. The best-selling single of the year. At 52, Cher became the oldest female solo artist to top the UK charts. The Auto-Tune effect changed pop production forever. Every vocal producer in 1999 was asked to "make it sound like Cher."

**Spice Girls — "Goodbye"** — 1 week (Christmas)
Their first single without Geri. The video was them as animated fairies because they couldn't film together. It still went to number one, making them only the second act after The Beatles to score three consecutive Christmas number ones. The end of an era, and everyone felt it.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

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

**Fatboy Slim — "The Rockafeller Skank"** (Peak: #6)
Norman Cook had been making dance music for years, but this was the one that broke through. That sample — "right about now, the funk soul brother" — came from a 1969 Lord Finesse track. The video was a man walking through a city with a giant head. It made no sense. It was perfect.

**Garbage — "Push It"** (Peak: #9)
Shirley Manson snarling over a beat that sounded like a factory falling apart. Butch Vig's production was all distortion and static. It should have been a mess. It was a masterpiece.

**Korn — "Freak on a Leash"** (Peak: #24)
Nu-metal was bubbling under, and this was its calling card. Jonathan Davis screaming about being trapped, the video with the flying bullet that went through a whole building. It didn't chart high, but it changed what rock could sound like on mainstream radio.

**B*Witched — "Rollercoaster"** (Peak: #1, 2 weeks)
Their second number one. More Irish folk-pop, more dungarees, more irresistible hooks. They made it look effortless, which probably explains why they were dismissed by critics. But try getting that chorus out of your head.

**Another Level — "Freak Me"** (Peak: #1, 1 week)
A slow jam that took over the summer. The video was all candlelight and silk shirts. It was pure 90s R&B, and it was huge in the clubs.

**The Tamperer featuring Maya — "Feel It"** (Peak: #1, 1 week)
An Italian dance track built around a sample of "You're the First, the Last, My Everything" by Barry White. It was cheesy, it was ridiculous, and it was absolutely everywhere in the summer of '98.

**Baddiel, Skinner & The Lightning Seeds — "Three Lions '98"** (Peak: #1, 3 weeks)
The re-recorded World Cup version. New lyrics about "three lions on a shirt" and "Jules Rimet still gleaming." It hit number one as England went to France. We all know what happened next. But for three weeks in June, we believed.

**Manic Street Preachers — "If You Tolerate This Your Children Will Be Next"** (Peak: #1, 1 week)
Their first number one. It was about the Spanish Civil War, inspired by a Republican poster. Political, bleak, and it went to number one. Try imagining that happening now.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **Madonna — 'Ray of Light'**
Released March 1998. Two weeks at number one. Madonna had spent years chasing trends — here, she set one. William Orbit's production turned her voice into an instrument, floating over trance-influenced beats and acoustic guitars. "Frozen" was the single, but the title track was the statement: seven minutes of euphoric electronica about spiritual awakening. She won four Grammys. She deserved every one.

**Massive Attack — 'Mezzanine'**
Released April 1998. Number one for two weeks. The album that made trip-hop sound like the end of the world. "Teardrop" with Elizabeth Fraser's ethereal vocal became the band's biggest hit, peaking at number 10. The rest of the album was darker — "Angel" with its horror-movie bassline, "Inertia Creeps" with its paranoid groove. It later became the theme to House, introducing a new generation to Bristol's finest.

**Lauryn Hill — 'The Miseducation of Lauryn Hill'**
Released August 1998. Peaked at number 2 in the UK. The Fugees had split, and nobody knew what to expect from Lauryn solo. What they got was a genre-defying masterpiece that mixed hip-hop, reggae, soul, and doo-wop. "Doo Wop (That Thing)" was the single. The album sold 20 million copies worldwide. She won five Grammys in one night. And then she disappeared.

**Robbie Williams — 'I've Been Expecting You'**
Released October 1998. Number one for one week. The follow-up to Life thru a Lens, and the album that cemented his solo career. "Millennium" was the Bond pastiche. "No Regrets" was the Neil Tennant co-write. "Strong" was the anthem. But the album's heart was "Angels" — a song that had already been out for a year and was still climbing.

**Fatboy Slim — 'You've Come a Long Way, Baby'**
Released October 1998. Number one for one week. Big beat's commercial peak. "The Rockafeller Skank," "Praise You," "Right Here, Right Now" — three era-defining singles from one album. Norman Cook sampled everything from old soul records to public domain films. The album cover was a baby on a beach. It sold millions.

**OutKast — 'Aquemini'**
Released September 1998. Peaked at number 32 in the UK. Didn't chart high, but it's one of the most important hip-hop albums ever made. André 3000 and Big Boi were finding their own voices — André moving toward eccentricity, Big Boi staying grounded. "Rosa Parks" was the single. The album title was a portmanteau of their star signs: Aquarius and Gemini. It's weird, it's brilliant, and it predicted everything they'd become.

**The Offspring — 'Americana'**
Released November 1998. Peaked at number 10 in the UK. Punk-pop's mainstream breakthrough. "Pretty Fly (For a White Guy)" was a satire of wannabe gangsters that became a global hit. The album was a concept record about American culture — fast food, reality TV, suburban boredom. It was funny, loud, and smarter than people gave it credit for.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        **Massive Attack — 'Teardrop'**

Peaked at number 10. Should have been number one. But it was never going to be, was it?

"Teardrop" is a song that exists outside the charts. Elizabeth Fraser's vocal — recorded in one take, she said later — floats over a beat that sounds like a heartbeat. The lyrics are about love and addiction, but they're so abstract that everyone hears something different. The video was a foetus singing in the womb. It was strange and beautiful and completely uncommercial.

It peaked at number 10 in May 1998 and spent just four weeks in the top 75. The charts that week were dominated by B*Witched and Boyzone. "Teardrop" was too slow, too weird, too atmospheric for the mainstream. But it didn't matter. It became the theme to House, introducing it to millions of new listeners years later. It's been streamed hundreds of millions of times. It's in every "songs that defined the 90s" playlist.

Number 10 doesn't tell the real story. The real story is that "Teardrop" is still being discovered by people who weren't born when it came out. That's the kind of longevity a number one can only dream of.

      

        THE SOUND OF 1998

        If 1998 had a sound, it was the sound of a machine trying to sound human, and a human trying to sound like a machine.

Cher's "Believe" was the accidental innovation. The Auto-Tune effect — technically called the "zero-crossing" setting on an Antares ATR-1 — was meant to be invisible. It was designed to correct pitch, not create a new vocal texture. But when producers Mark Taylor and Brian Rawling ran Cher's vocal through it, they heard something strange. The robotic warble wasn't a bug. It was the hook. They leaned into it, and pop music never sounded the same.

But Auto-Tune was just one story. The bigger story was that 1998 was the year electronic music stopped being a niche and became the mainstream. Fatboy Slim, the Chemical Brothers, the Prodigy — they were headlining festivals, not just playing warehouses. Madonna made a dance album and called it her most personal work. Massive Attack made an album so dark and atmospheric that it sounded like it was recorded in a cave at midnight.

Meanwhile, hip-hop was splitting in two. On one side, you had the shiny-suit era — Puff Daddy, Mase, Jay-Z in his "Hard Knock Life" phase. On the other, you had the underground — OutKast, Lauryn Hill, Mos Def, Talib Kweli — making music that was weirder, smarter, and more political. The mainstream hadn't caught up yet. But it would.

And then there was the guitar. The Offspring proved punk could be pop. Korn proved metal could be radio-friendly. But the biggest guitar band of the decade — Oasis — was quiet. They released "All Around the World" in January, a 9-minute epic that was Noel Gallagher's ego writ large. It went to number one. Then they disappeared for two years to tour America and fall apart.

1998 was the year the 90s peaked. Everything that defined the decade — Britpop, trip-hop, big beat, girl power, boy bands — was at its height. And then, quietly, the seeds of the next decade were being planted. Google was founded. Napster was a year away. The music industry was about to change forever. We just didn't know it yet.

      

        BRITAIN IN 1998

        Tony Blair was two years into his first term. Cool Britannia was the slogan, and for a moment, it felt real. Oasis at Number 10. Noel Gallagher at Downing Street. The Spice Girls as cultural ambassadors. Britain was the centre of the world, or so we told ourselves.

Then April came, and something genuinely historic happened. The Good Friday Agreement was signed, bringing an end to 30 years of the Troubles in Northern Ireland. Politicians shook hands. People cried in the streets. For the first time in a generation, peace felt possible.

In June, the World Cup in France. England took 40,000 fans to Marseille. "Three Lions" was number one again. We beat Tunisia, lost to Romania, beat Colombia, then lost to Argentina on penalties in the second round. David Beckham got sent off. The Sun ran the headline "10 HEROIC LIONS, ONE STUPID BOY." It was the most English thing imaginable. France won the tournament, beating Brazil 3-0 in the final. Zinedine Zidane scored two headers. Nobody saw that coming.

At the cinema, you couldn't move for great films. Saving Private Ryan opened in September — the D-Day landing sequence was so brutal that the BBFC gave it a 15 certificate and veterans walked out of screenings. The Big Lebowski came out in the UK in May and flopped. Nobody knew it would become a cult classic. Rush Hour was the summer blockbuster — Jackie Chan and Chris Tucker, mismatched buddies, non-stop laughs. The Truman Show made us all question reality. Jim Carrey was serious, and it worked.

In September, Apple released the iMac. It came in Bondi blue, had a handle on top, and looked like nothing else on a desk. It was the first Apple product that felt like a design object rather than a computer. It saved the company.

And in a garage in Menlo Park, California, two PhD students called Larry Page and Sergey Brin registered a domain name: google.com. The search engine that would eat the world was born in September 1998. Nobody noticed.

Bill Clinton was in the middle of the Lewinsky scandal. He'd told the world "I did not have sexual relations with that woman" in January. By August, he'd admitted to the grand jury that he had. The impeachment proceedings began in December. It was the first time a US president had been impeached since Andrew Johnson in 1868.

Viagra was approved by the FDA in March. It became the fastest-selling drug in history. The jokes wrote themselves.

And in the music, pop was getting digital. Cher, Celine, Robbie. The future was arriving, whether we were ready or not.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 18
Longest-running number one: Cher — 'Believe' (7 weeks)
Best-selling single: Cher — 'Believe' (1.7 million+ UK sales)
Best-selling album: Madonna — 'Ray of Light' (2 weeks at #1, 117 weeks on chart)
Chart size: Top 75 (singles), Top 200 (albums)
Record format: CD singles dominated, but cassingles still sold. Vinyl 12"s for dance tracks.

**The cost of things in 1998:**
CD single: £3.99
Cassette single: £2.99
Album on CD: £13.99
Nintendo 64 game: £44.99
iMac G3: £799
Pint of lager: £2.10
First-class stamp: 26p

**The internet in 1998:**
Google was founded in September.
AOL had 15 million subscribers.
Napster didn't exist yet. You still bought your music in a shop.
Dial-up internet. that screeching modem handshake. "You've got mail."

**Pop culture numbers:**
Titanic became the first film to gross over $1 billion worldwide.
Saving Private Ryan cost $70 million to make.
The Big Lebowski grossed $46 million worldwide. It's now a religion.
The Spice Girls' "Goodbye" sold 380,000 copies in its first week — the fastest-selling single of the year.
Cher was 52 years and 5 months old when "Believe" hit number one — the oldest female solo artist to top the UK charts at the time.

      

        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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