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        WELCOME TO 2009

        Let's get this straight: 2009 was a mess. A glorious, confusing, sometimes tragic mess.

January kicked off with Alexandra Burke's 'Hallelujah' still clinging to number one from the Christmas before — the fourth X Factor winner in a row to hold the festive top spot. Nobody knew it yet, but that monopoly was about to get shattered in spectacular fashion.

By mid-January, a woman in a platinum blonde wig and a dress made of bubbles had arrived. Lady Gaga's 'Just Dance' hit number one and the rules of pop got rewritten. She wasn't just another pop star — she was wearing a dress made of Kermit the Frog puppets, arriving at awards shows in egg-shaped pods, and somehow making it all feel inevitable rather than ridiculous.

Then June 25th happened. Michael Jackson died of cardiac arrest at his rented mansion in Los Angeles, aged 50. The world stopped. His albums flooded the charts — 'Number Ones' went straight to number one, and at one point he had eight of the top forty singles simultaneously. People who'd mocked him for years were suddenly sobbing in the street. It was complicated, and raw, and real.

The economy was in the toilet. Gordon Brown was trying to steer a country that didn't trust him anymore. The MPs expenses scandal had broken in May — duck houses, moats, second-home allowances claimed on imaginary mortgages. The public was furious, and rightly so.

But the music? The music was something else. Rage Against the Machine became the unlikeliest Christmas number one in history, beating the X Factor's Joe McElderry thanks to a Facebook campaign started by a guy in Essex. Lily Allen was calling out politicians on record. Florence Welch was singing about rabbit hearts and cosmic love. And somewhere in Iceland, a man called Jónsi was making music that sounded like nothing else on earth.

2009 was the year pop stopped pretending to be sensible. Thank god.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 2009

        Thirty-one singles hit the top spot in 2009 — a year of chaos, tragedy, and one glorious middle finger to Simon Cowell.

**Lady Gaga — 'Just Dance' (2 weeks, January)**
Her first UK number one. A song about being too drunk to function, wrapped in a synth-pop beat that sounded like the future arriving early. Nobody had heard anything quite like it. Within months, she'd be the biggest pop star on the planet.

**Lady Gaga — 'Poker Face' (3 weeks, March–April)**
The biggest-selling single of 2009 in the UK, shifting over 900,000 copies. A song that was simultaneously about gambling, bisexuality, and being emotionally unavailable. It spent three weeks at number one and refused to leave the top ten for months.

**Lily Allen — 'The Fear' (4 weeks, February)**
The longest-running number one of the year. A scathing takedown of celebrity culture and consumerism, delivered in a sweet, almost nursery-rhyme melody. Allen had spent years on MySpace building her audience, and this was her reward — four weeks at the summit, proving you could be smart AND popular.

**Black Eyed Peas — 'I Gotta Feeling' (2 weeks, then returned for 6 more — 8 total)**
Technically the longest-running number one of the year, though it had two separate runs. The song that defined every wedding, graduation party, and night out for the next eighteen months. Will.i.am's electro-pop had taken over the world.

**Michael Jackson — 'Man in the Mirror' (1 week, July)**
After his death on June 25, the charts went into mourning. 'Man in the Mirror' hit number one, but he had five other singles in the top forty that same week. The King of Pop's final chart hurrah was a week of collective grief measured in sales figures.

**Cheryl Cole — 'Fight for This Love' (2 weeks, November)**
Girls Aloud's Cheryl went solo and scored an instant number one. The song was fine. The video was iconic — that boxing ring, those shorts. It was the year Cheryl became a national treasure, before it all went wrong.

**Rage Against the Machine — 'Killing in the Name' (1 week, Christmas)**
The one that mattered most. A Facebook campaign started by Jon Morter — a record shop worker from Essex — took on the X Factor machine and won. 'Killing in the Name', a seventeen-year-old rap-rock track about police brutality and institutional racism, became the Christmas number one. It sold over 500,000 copies in a week. The X Factor's Joe McElderry sold 450,000. Simon Cowell was furious. The internet had discovered its political power.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

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

**Lady Gaga — 'Bad Romance'**
Released November, peaked at number one in January 2010. The video alone cost a million dollars and looked like a fashion show directed by David Lynch. The 'rah-rah-ah-ah-ah' hook was everywhere. This was Gaga at her absolute peak — theatrical, unhinged, and completely in control.

**Jay-Z feat. Alicia Keys — 'Empire State of Mind'**
A love letter to New York that somehow became a global anthem. Alicia Keys' piano hook was the bit everyone waited for. Jay-Z was 40 years old, releasing his eleventh studio album 'The Blueprint 3', and still making music that felt essential.

**Kings of Leon — 'Use Somebody'**
The Followills had been grinding for years. 'Sex on Fire' was their breakthrough in 2008, but 'Use Somebody' was bigger — a stadium-sized ballad that won three Grammys. It peaked at number two in the UK, kept off the top by Lady Gaga. They didn't care. They were selling out arenas everywhere.

**Florence + the Machine — 'Rabbit Heart (Raise It Up)'**
Peaked at number twelve, which is criminal. Florence Welch arrived with a harp, a red dress, and a voice that sounded like she'd been singing for centuries. The album 'Lungs' would go on to sell millions, but this single — all tribal drums and gothic romance — was the first hint that something special had arrived.

**La Roux — 'In for the Kill'**
Elly Jackson's synth-pop masterpiece peaked at number two. That bassline. That haircut. That androgynous, icy delivery. La Roux looked and sounded like nothing else on the radio. 'Bulletproof' would take them to number one later in the year, but 'In for the Kill' was the one that made people pay attention.

**Pixie Lott — 'Mama Do (Uh Oh, Uh Oh)'**
Number one in June. A slice of Motown-infused pop from a seventeen-year-old from Kent. It was sweet, catchy, and utterly disposable — but sometimes that's exactly what you need.

**Dizzee Rascal — 'Bonkers'**
Number one in May. Dizzee had been a Mercury Prize winner and a critical darling since 2003, but 'Bonkers' was his first proper pop moment. A collaboration with Armand Van Helden that turned a council estate kid from Bow into a festival headliner.

**The Prodigy — 'Omen'**
Number four in February. The fire-breathing rave monsters were back after five years, and 'Invaders Must Die' was their first album since 2004. 'Omen' was pure adrenaline — Keith Flint's snarling vocals over a beat that sounded like a warehouse collapsing.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **Lady Gaga — 'The Fame'**
Released August 2008, but 2009 was the year it exploded. 'The Fame' spent four non-consecutive weeks at number one in the UK and produced four top-ten singles. It was a concept album about celebrity obsession that made its creator the most famous woman on earth. The irony was the point.

**Animal Collective — 'Merriweather Post Pavilion'**
The album of the year, if you asked the critics. A psychedelic masterpiece built on samples, harmonies, and songs that felt like they were beaming in from another dimension. 'My Girls' was the standout — a simple, gorgeous plea for a home and security, wrapped in layers of electronic bliss. It didn't chart in the UK top forty. It didn't need to.

**Florence + the Machine — 'Lungs'**
Debut album, number one in the UK, Mercury Prize nomination, and a sound that owed more to Kate Bush and Siouxsie Sioux than any of her peers. 'Dog Days Are Over' became an anthem. 'Cosmic Love' was pure drama. Florence Welch was 22 and already operating on a different level.

**Jay-Z — 'The Blueprint 3'**
Number one in the UK and US. Jay-Z's third 'Blueprint' album was a victory lap from a man who'd already won. 'Empire State of Mind', 'Run This Town' (with Rihanna and Kanye), 'D.O.A. (Death of Auto-Tune)' — a mission statement against the very production style that dominated the decade.

**Yeah Yeah Yeahs — 'It's Blitz!'**
Karen O and co. went synth-pop and it was glorious. 'Zero' was a five-minute blast of art-rock euphoria. 'Heads Will Roll' became a club staple. The album peaked at number nine in the UK and proved that indie bands could dance without selling out.

**Grizzly Bear — 'Veckatimest'**
Named after a tiny island off Cape Cod. 'Two Weeks' was the song that got everyone's attention — a baroque pop masterpiece with harmonies that sounded like a choir of ghosts. The album peaked at number eight in the UK. It was delicate, intricate, and completely beautiful.

**Phoenix — 'Wolfgang Amadeus Phoenix'**
French band, perfect album. '1901' was the song of the summer for people who thought they were too cool for pop. That bassline. That guitar riff. The way it builds and builds and never quite resolves. It won a Grammy for Best Alternative Album. Deserved.

**The xx — 'xx'**
Released in August, won the Mercury Prize in September. Three teenagers from South West London making music so minimal and intimate it felt like eavesdropping. 'Crystalised', 'Islands', 'VCR' — songs about love and distance and the spaces between words. It changed British guitar music forever.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        **Passion Pit — 'Manners'**

Here's an album that should have been massive but somehow slipped through the cracks in the UK.

Passion Pit's debut 'Manners' came out in May 2009, and it was a sugar-rush of synth-pop euphoria. Michael Angelakos wrote these songs while dealing with bipolar disorder, and you can hear it — the manic highs, the desperate lows, all wrapped in layers of glittering electronics that sound like a carnival exploding.

'Sleepyhead' had been a cult hit in 2008, but 'Manners' was the full statement. 'The Reeling' — with its gospel choir and frantic beat — should have been a top-ten single. 'Little Secrets' had a children's choir singing about drug addiction. 'Eyes as Candles' was pure heartbreak disguised as a dance track.

It peaked at number 55 in the UK albums chart. Fifty-five. In a year that embraced Gaga's theatrical pop and Phoenix's polished indie, there was apparently no room for an American band making music that sounded like a panic attack dressed as a party.

'Manners' went on to sell over 300,000 copies worldwide and is now regarded as a cult classic. But in 2009, it was the one that got away — too weird for pop radio, too pop for indie snobs, and too honest for its own good.

      

        THE SOUND OF 2009

        If 2009 had a sound, it was the sound of a generation learning to produce its own music on a laptop.

Auto-Tune was everywhere — not as a corrective tool, but as an aesthetic choice. T-Pain had pioneered it, but by 2009 it was a production crutch that even Jay-Z was calling out on 'D.O.A.' The irony? That song itself was drenched in effects.

Synth-pop made a massive comeback. La Roux, Lady Gaga, Passion Pit, Phoenix — all of them were making music built on synthesizers rather than guitars. The indie landfill of the mid-2000s was finally clearing, replaced by something sleeker, more electronic, more European.

Dance music was creeping into the mainstream in a way it hadn't since the 90s. David Guetta was everywhere — 'When Love Takes Over' with Kelly Rowland, 'Sexy Bitch' with Akon. Calvin Harris scored his first number one with 'I'm Not Alone'. The line between pop and club music was dissolving.

And then there was the internet. Twitter was becoming a real force — breaking news, starting campaigns, connecting fans directly to artists. The Rage Against the Machine Christmas campaign was the first real demonstration of what social media could do to the charts. It wouldn't be the last.

Bitcoin launched in January 2009. WhatsApp was founded. The way we consumed music was changing too — Spotify had launched in 2008 but was still invite-only in the UK. Illegal downloads were rampant. The album format was dying, or so everyone said. (It wasn't. It just got pickier.)

2009 was the year the old rules stopped applying. The charts were unpredictable. The internet was unpredictable. Pop music was unpredictable. And for once, that felt like a good thing.

      

        BRITAIN IN 2009

        Gordon Brown was Prime Minister, and he looked like a man who'd rather be anywhere else. The country was in recession — the deepest since the war. Unemployment was heading toward 2.5 million. Interest rates had been slashed to 0.5%. People were losing their homes.

Then in May, the Daily Telegraph started publishing leaked details of MPs' expenses claims. And Britain lost its collective mind. Sir Peter Viggers claimed £1,600 for a duck house. Barbara Follett spent £25,000 on security lights. Cabinet ministers were claiming second-home allowances on properties they'd already paid off. The Speaker of the House, Michael Martin, became the first in 300 years to be forced out. Trust in politics collapsed.

Susan Boyle walked onto the 'Britain's Got Talent' stage in April and sang 'I Dreamed a Dream' from Les Misérables. The audience sneered at her before she opened her mouth. Then she sang, and the world wept. The video became a global phenomenon — 100 million views on YouTube before that was even a thing people measured. She didn't win the show (Diversity did, in an upset), but her debut album became the fastest-selling in UK history.

'Avatar' opened in December and changed cinema forever. James Cameron's 3D epic grossed $2.7 billion worldwide, becoming the highest-grossing film of all time. Everyone went to see it. Everyone talked about the 3D. Nobody could remember the plot six months later.

'Harry Potter and the Half-Blood Prince' finally hit cinemas after a delay. 'Slumdog Millionaire' swept the Oscars. 'The Hangover' became the highest-grossing R-rated comedy ever. Nobody saw that coming.

And in music, the X Factor was at its absolute peak — 19 million viewers for the final. Simon Cowell was untouchable. Until a Facebook group and a seventeen-year-old rap-metal song proved that the people could still fight back.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 31 (including 15 new entries)
Longest-running number one: Black Eyed Peas — 'I Gotta Feeling' (8 weeks, non-consecutive)
Longest-running consecutive number one: Lily Allen — 'The Fear' (4 weeks)
Biggest-selling single: Lady Gaga — 'Poker Face' (900,000+ UK sales)
Christmas number one: Rage Against the Machine — 'Killing in the Name' (502,000 copies sold that week)
X Factor winner's sales that same week: Joe McElderry — 'The Climb' (450,000)
Michael Jackson's posthumous chart entries: 8 singles in the top 40 simultaneously (July 4)
UK album of the year: Lady Gaga — 'The Fame'
Mercury Prize winner: The xx — 'xx'
Brit Award winners: Best British Male — Paul Weller. Best British Female — Duffy. Best British Group — Elbow. Best International Female — Katy Perry. Best International Group — Kings of Leon.

**Beyond the charts:**
Bitcoin genesis block mined: January 3, 2009
WhatsApp founded: February 24, 2009
Twitter active users: 18 million (up from 2 million in 2008)
UK unemployment: 7.8% (2.47 million)
UK interest rate: 0.5% (record low)
Avatar box office: $2.7 billion worldwide
Michael Jackson's age at death: 50
Susan Boyle's YouTube views: 100+ million (first video to reach that milestone)

      

        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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