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        WELCOME TO 2010

        If 2009 was the hangover, 2010 was the morning after — when everyone realised the party wasn't over, it had just moved somewhere else.

Spotify arrived in the US in July, and suddenly the way we thought about music ownership started to feel old-fashioned. Why buy an album when you could stream the whole thing? The industry panicked. The rest of us just pressed play.

In the UK charts, something genuinely new was happening. Grime — a sound born in east London bedrooms a decade earlier — finally crashed the mainstream. Roll Deep's "Good Times" spent three weeks at number one in May, a proper grime track with a pop hook, and it wasn't a novelty. Tinie Tempah followed with "Pass Out" in March, debuting at number one with 92,000 sales. British hip-hop had been promising a breakthrough for years. This was it.

Meanwhile, the world outside music was a mess. A volcano with a name nobody could pronounce — Eyjafjallajökull — erupted in April and grounded every flight in Europe for a week. The Deepwater Horizon rig exploded in the Gulf of Mexico, spilling oil for 87 days. Haiti was devastated by an earthquake in January that killed over 200,000 people. The first iPad went on sale in April, and nobody quite knew what it was for yet — but everyone wanted one.

And in May, David Cameron walked into Number 10 at the head of a coalition government, the first since the war. The age of austerity had begun.

Music in 2010 wasn't just a soundtrack. It was a lifeline.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 2010

        Seventeen different songs hit number one in 2010, but the story of the year wasn't just about who topped the chart — it was about who got there and how.

**Roll Deep — "Good Times" (3 weeks, May).** A grime collective from east London, featuring Wiley and a young MC called Breeze, scoring their first ever number one. It felt like a changing of the guard. The video was shot on a housing estate. No gloss. Just real.

**Tinie Tempah — "Pass Out" (2 weeks, March).** Debut single, digital-only release, straight in at number one. Tinie was 21, fresh out of south London, and he sounded like nobody else on the radio. "Pass Out" wasn't a rap song pretending to be pop — it was a rap song that happened to be massive.

**Eminem featuring Rihanna — "Love the Way You Lie" (2 weeks, August).** The biggest single of the year in the UK, selling over 800,000 copies. It's a song about domestic violence that somehow became a karaoke staple. Rihanna's chorus is devastating. Eminem's verses are uncomfortable. It shouldn't have worked. It did.

**Katy Perry featuring Snoop Dogg — "California Gurls" (1 week, June).** The song that launched the Teenage Dream era. Pure, unapologetic pop confection. Snoop's verse is ridiculous. The chorus is undeniable. It defined summer, whether you liked it or not.

**Bruno Mars — "Just the Way You Are" (1 week, October).** The first solo number one for a guy who'd been writing hits for everyone else. A ballad so straightforward it almost felt like a dare. No gimmicks. Just a melody that wouldn't let go.

**Rihanna — "Only Girl (In the World)" (2 weeks, December).** The moment Rihanna stopped being a pop star and became a force of nature. That drop — the one that goes from nothing to everything — still hits.

**Matt Cardle — "When We Collide" (3 weeks, Christmas).** The X Factor winner's cover of a Biffy Clyro song. It's not Biffy Clyro. But it sold, because that's what X Factor winners did.

Other number ones worth mentioning: Helping Haiti's "Everybody Hurts" cover (sold 453,000 in its first week, all proceeds to earthquake relief), Dizzee Rascal's "Dirtee Disco", The Wanted's "All Time Low", and Cheryl Cole's "Promise This".

And the Christmas number one race? For the second year running, a Facebook campaign tried to stop the X Factor winner. This time it was Rage Against the Machine's "Killing in the Name" — but it couldn't repeat the magic. Matt Cardle took it.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

        The songs that didn't make number one but defined the year anyway.

**CeeLo Green — "Fuck You" (peaked at #1, November).** Technically a number one, but it earned its place here because of what it represented. A soul song built on a middle finger. The radio edit was "Forget You" — but everyone knew the real words. It was the most joyfully angry song of the decade.

**Plan B — "She Said" (#3, May).** Ben Drew had been making grime-tinged hip-hop for years, but "She Said" was something else entirely. A soul track about a one-night stand gone wrong, sung in a voice that sounded like it had been marinating in Motown for forty years. The album that followed, The Defamation of Strickland Banks, was a concept album about a soul singer sent to prison. It was brilliant, and it sold by the truckload.

**Florence + the Machine — "You've Got the Love" (#5, November).** Florence had been bubbling under since 2009, but this Candi Staton cover — all pounding drums and that voice, that impossible voice — finally broke her properly. It became the soundtrack to every emotional montage on television for the next two years.

**Mumford & Sons — "Little Lion Man" (#11, June).** Banjos. Actual banjos on the radio. The folk revival that nobody asked for arrived anyway, and Mumford & Sons were its unlikely standard-bearers. "Little Lion Man" was a track about failure and self-loathing, delivered with the kind of earnestness that made you either love them or want to throw a pint at the radio.

**B.o.B featuring Bruno Mars — "Nothin' on You" (#1, May).** Before Bruno Mars was Bruno Mars, he was the guy singing the hook on this. A sun-drenched hip-hop love song that sounded like a perfect summer afternoon.

**Katy B — "Katy on a Mission" (#5, August).** The underground bubbling up. Katy B was a south London singer working with the Rinse FM crew, and "Katy on a Mission" was a proper UK funky track that crossed over without selling out. It sounded like a night out in London, distilled into three and a half minutes.

**Ellie Goulding — "Starry Eyed" (#4, March).** The first big hit from the first BBC Sound of 2010 winner. Ellie's voice was a helium-tinged thing of beauty, and the production — all skittering beats and synth washes — pointed toward where pop was heading.

**Professor Green featuring Ed Drewett — "I Need You Tonight" (#3, September).** A sample of INXS, a London rapper who'd been grinding for years, and a chorus that lodged in your head for days. Professor Green was proof that British hip-hop wasn't a flash in the pan.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **Arcade Fire — The Suburbs.** It won the Grammy for Album of the Year in 2011, and it deserved it. A sprawling, beautiful meditation on growing up in the sprawl of American suburbia. "The Suburbs" (the song) is a perfect opener. "Sprawl II (Mountains Beyond Mountains)" is a closing statement that feels like the end of the world and the beginning of something else. Win Butler wrote about his childhood in Houston, but it hit anyone who'd ever felt trapped by the place they came from.

**Kanye West — My Beautiful Dark Twisted Fantasy.** The album that Kanye made after the Taylor Swift incident, after he exiled himself to Hawaii, after he decided that if he was going to be a villain, he'd be the most brilliant villain who ever lived. "Runaway" is nine minutes of apology and defiance. "Monster" features the best Nicki Minaj verse ever recorded. "Power" samples King Crimson and 21st-century schizoid man. It's excessive, narcissistic, and absolutely unmissable.

**LCD Soundsystem — This Is Happening.** James Murphy said it was the last LCD Soundsystem album, and he meant it (until he didn't, years later). "Dance Yrself Clean" opens with four minutes of near-silence before the beat drops and rearranges your furniture. "I Can Change" is a love song built on a Giorgio Moroder sample. It's an album about getting older, about the death of cool, about knowing when to walk away.

**The National — High Violet.** The album that turned The National from a critics' favourite into something bigger. "Bloodbuzz Ohio" is about debt and homesickness. "England" is about wanting to be somewhere else. Matt Berninger's baritone sounds like he's been drinking whiskey and reading poetry in a dark room for three days. It's gorgeous and sad and perfect.

**Beach House — Teen Dream.** Dream pop that actually felt like a dream. Victoria Legrand's voice floats over shimmering organs and reverb-drenched guitars. "Zebra" is the kind of song you put on at 2am when you're trying to feel something. This album defined a whole aesthetic — the Tumblr-core sound before Tumblr was even fully a thing.

**Gorillaz — Plastic Beach.** Damon Albarn's cartoon band returned with an album about plastic pollution, celebrity culture, and environmental collapse. It featured Snoop Dogg, Lou Reed, Bobby Womack, and a string section. It shouldn't have cohered. It did. "Empire Ants" with Little Dragon is one of the best things Gorillaz ever did.

**Plan B — The Defamation of Strickland Banks.** A soul concept album about a singer wrongfully imprisoned. It went to number one, sold over a million copies, and proved that British artists could do retro without being a tribute act. "Stay Too Long" and "She Said" are the hits, but the album tracks — "Prayin'", "Welcome to Hell" — are where the real storytelling lives.

**Eminem — Recovery.** After the mixed reception of Relapse, Eminem came back sober, focused, and furious. "Not Afraid" was his mission statement. "Love the Way You Lie" was his biggest hit. "No Love" with Lil Wayne was a reminder that he could still out-rap almost anyone. It wasn't his best album, but it was the one that proved he wasn't done.

**Katy Perry — Teenage Dream.** Five number one singles from one album. That's not luck — that's a pop masterclass. "California Gurls", "Teenage Dream", "Firework", "E.T.", "Last Friday Night (T.G.I.F.)". Each one a perfect pop song. The album itself is bubblegum, but it's bubblegum made with surgical precision.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        **Janelle Monáe — The ArchAndroid.**

It didn't chart in the UK top 40. It barely registered with the general public. But it's the album from 2010 that sounds most like the future.

Janelle Monáe had already made a name for herself with the Metropolis EP in 2007, but The ArchAndroid was something else entirely — a sci-fi concept album about an android messiah, drawing on funk, soul, psychedelia, classical, and Afrofuturism. It's an album where a song called "Tightrope" (featuring Big Boi) sits next to a string-laden ballad called "Oh, Maker" and a five-minute orchestral suite called "BaBopBye Ya".

It should be a mess. It's not. It's a masterpiece.

Janelle performed in a tuxedo and a pompadour, refused to be categorised, and made music that refused to sit still. The ArchAndroid was nominated for a Grammy for Best Contemporary R&B Album. It lost to Usher's Raymond v Raymond. That's not a knock on Usher — it's a sign that the industry wasn't ready for what Janelle was doing.

It's still not. But the album hasn't aged a day.

      

        THE SOUND OF 2010

        If you had to pick one sound that defined 2010, it wouldn't be a genre. It would be a shift.

**The streaming revolution** — Spotify launched in the US in July, and suddenly the conversation changed. The question wasn't "what album should I buy?" but "what playlist should I make?" The album was still alive, but you could feel the ground shifting under your feet.

**Grime goes mainstream** — Roll Deep, Tinie Tempah, Dizzee Rascal, Chipmunk. A decade after So Solid Crew, the music of London's council estates finally broke through. It wasn't a trend — it was a correction. British music had been pretending American hip-hop was the only game in town. 2010 proved otherwise.

**The folk revival** — Mumford & Sons, Laura Marling, The Lumineers (though they'd peak later). Banjos, waistcoats, earnest shouting. It was either the most authentic thing to happen to British music in years or the most contrived, depending on who you asked. Either way, it sold.

**The return of the concept album** — Plan B's Strickland Banks, Kanye's Dark Twisted Fantasy, Janelle Monáe's ArchAndroid. In a year when the single was supposedly king, some of the biggest artists made albums that demanded to be heard from start to finish.

**The vuvuzela** — Not music, but you couldn't escape it. The World Cup in South Africa gave the world a new sound: a plastic horn that sounded like a swarm of angry bees. It was everywhere. It was terrible. It was unforgettable.

**The death of the CD single** — By 2010, digital downloads accounted for over 98% of singles sales. The physical single was dead. The album was on life support. The future was a file.

      

        BRITAIN IN 2010

        **May 11th** — David Cameron becomes Prime Minister, leading the first coalition government since World War II. Nick Clegg is Deputy PM. The Lib Dem tuition fees pledge is already starting to look shaky. "We're all in this together" becomes the slogan of the year, repeated so often it loses all meaning.

**April 14th-20th** — Eyjafjallajökull erupts in Iceland, spewing ash across Europe. Every flight in and out of the UK is grounded for a week. The silence in the skies is eerie. People stranded abroad sleep in airports. The word "Eyjafjallajökull" becomes a party trick.

**June 11th - July 11th** — The FIFA World Cup in South Africa. England crashes out in the round of 16 to Germany (4-1). Frank Lampard's ghost goal — the ball clearly crossed the line — reignites the debate about goal-line technology. Vuvuzelas drown out every match. The defining noise of 2010, whether you wanted it or not.

**October 13th** — 33 Chilean miners are rescued after 69 days trapped underground. The world watches live as they emerge one by one, hugging their families, wearing sunglasses against the light they haven't seen in over two months. It's the most hopeful thing that happens all year.

**January 12th** — A 7.0 magnitude earthquake hits Haiti. Over 230,000 people are killed. The UK music scene responds: Simon Cowell organises a charity cover of "Everybody Hurts" featuring every British pop star he can find. It sells 453,000 copies in its first week. It's not a great record. But the intent is real.

**April 20th** — The Deepwater Horizon oil rig explodes in the Gulf of Mexico. 11 workers die. Oil spills for 87 days. BP's stock plummets. The environmental damage is catastrophic. Tony Hayward, BP's CEO, says "I'd like my life back." Nobody sympathises.

**April 3rd** — The iPad goes on sale in the US. The UK gets it in May. Nobody quite knows what a tablet computer is for, but within a year, everyone has one. The iPhone 4 launches in June. Antennagate follows.

**October 6th** — Instagram launches. A photo-sharing app with filters. Nobody takes it seriously at first. Within two years, Facebook buys it for a billion dollars.

**November 28th** — Wikileaks begins releasing 250,000 US diplomatic cables. Julian Assange becomes the most wanted man on the internet. The age of leaks has begun.

**Inception** (July) — Christopher Nolan's dream-within-a-dream heist movie. "BWAAAAA" becomes a meme before memes were really a thing. Hans Zimmer's score is a masterpiece.

**Toy Story 3** (July) — The one where Andy goes to college. The incinerator scene makes grown men cry in cinemas. It's the best Pixar film since the first two.

**The Social Network** (October) — David Fincher's film about the founding of Facebook. Aaron Sorkin's script crackles. Jesse Eisenberg's Mark Zuckerberg is an asshole genius. The film asks whether making 500 million friends means you have to lose all the real ones.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        **17** — Number of different number one singles
**3** — Longest run at number one (Roll Deep "Good Times", Matt Cardle "When We Collide")
**800,000+** — UK sales of Eminem's "Love the Way You Lie", the biggest single of the year
**453,000** — First-week sales of the Helping Haiti charity single
**98%** — Share of single sales that were digital downloads
**5** — Number one singles from Katy Perry's Teenage Dream album (a record)
**1** — Number of volcanoes that shut down European air travel
**33** — Chilean miners rescued
**230,000+** — Estimated death toll from the Haiti earthquake
**87** — Days the Deepwater Horizon oil spill lasted
**69** — Days the Chilean miners were trapped underground
**1** — First grime collective to score a UK number one (Roll Deep)
**0** — Number of people who could pronounce Eyjafjallajökull on the first try

      

        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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