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        WELCOME TO 2012

        Let's be honest — 2012 was a weird one. A Belgian-Australian art-pop song about a failed relationship spent five weeks at number one. A Canadian singer nobody had heard of before released a bubblegum pop song that became inescapable. And a Korean rapper in a tuxedo did a horse-riding dance that broke the internet before most of us really knew what "breaking the internet" meant.

But 2012 was also the year Britain threw the biggest party it had seen in decades. The London Olympics arrived in July, and Danny Boyle's opening ceremony — "Isles of Wonder" — was a love letter to the NHS, industrial Britain, and the country's musical DNA. The Queen jumped out of a helicopter with James Bond. Mr. Bean played Chariots of Fire on a single keyboard note. Arctic Monkeys played "I Bet You Look Good on the Dancefloor." Emeli Sandé sang "Abide With Me" in a white dress while 80,000 people held their breath. It was mad, brilliant, and unmistakably British.

And then there was the music. Gotye's "Somebody That I Used to Know" was the year's biggest seller — over a million copies in the UK alone. It was the kind of song that came out of nowhere, soundtracked every pub jukebox and student house party for six months, and then its creator quietly disappeared back into the art-pop world he came from. Gotye never had another UK hit. He didn't need one.

Carly Rae Jepsen's "Call Me Maybe" was the summer anthem whether you liked it or not. It was on every radio station, every club night, every wedding playlist. You couldn't escape it. And honestly? You didn't want to. It was pure, uncomplicated pop joy at a time when the world felt complicated enough.

PSY's "Gangnam Style" arrived in the summer and by December it had become the first YouTube video to hit a billion views. A billion. That number didn't even seem real in 2012. The horse dance was performed at office Christmas parties, wedding receptions, and by the UN Secretary-General. Yes, really.

Adele released "Skyfall" — her Bond theme — and it was everything a Bond theme should be: dramatic, cinematic, and sung by a voice that could level buildings. It won the Oscar for Best Original Song. Of course it did.

2012 was the year pop music went global in a way it never had before. A Korean song could top charts worldwide. A Canadian could dominate the summer. An Australian-Belgian could have the biggest song of the year. The walls had come down, and the internet was the wrecking ball.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 2012

        Seventeen different songs reached number one in 2012. Here's who ruled and for how long:

**Gotye featuring Kimbra — "Somebody That I Used to Know"** — 5 weeks. The longest run of the year. It started in February and just wouldn't leave. The video — two naked people in a room, paint splatters, awkward silences — was as hypnotic as the song itself.

**Carly Rae Jepsen — "Call Me Maybe"** — 4 weeks. Released in the UK in May, it hit number one in June and stayed there through the start of the Olympics build-up. The video featured a shirtless guy who turned out to be a member of the band Hedley. Nobody cared. The song was the star.

**Florence + the Machine — "Spectrum (Say My Name)"** — 3 weeks. Calvin Harris's remix turned Florence Welch's theatrical anthem into a dancefloor monster. It became the unofficial soundtrack of the Olympics closing ceremony, where Florence performed it in a gold cape looking every inch the high priestess of British pop.

**Rihanna — "We Found Love"** — 1 week (carried over from 2011). Still the biggest song of 2011, it finally relinquished the top spot in January.

**Rihanna — "Diamonds"** — 1 week. A return to form after the EDM detour. Sia wrote it. Rihanna sang it like she meant it.

**fun. featuring Janelle Monáe — "We Are Young"** — 1 week. The song that made Glee covers, wedding playlists, and every coming-of-age movie trailer insufferable for the next three years. But in 2012, it still felt fresh.

**PSY — "Gangnam Style"** — 1 week. It only hit number one for one week in October, but it was the biggest song of the year by any measure that mattered. The chart system couldn't keep up with YouTube views.

**James Arthur — "Impossible"** — 3 weeks. The X Factor Christmas number one. A cover of a Shontelle song that nobody remembered until James Arthur screamed his way through it on a Saturday night talent show. It sold over a million copies.

**One Direction — "Little Things"** — 1 week. Ed Sheeran wrote it. The boys sang it. Directioners bought it. Simple as that.

**David Guetta featuring Sia — "Titanium"** — 1 week. Sia's vocal was recorded years earlier and had been sitting in a drawer. Guetta found it, built a beat around it, and created one of the defining dance-pop anthems of the decade.

**Little Mix — "Wings"** — 1 week. The first X Factor girl group winners proved they weren't a flash in the pan. "Wings" was their statement of intent: we're here, we're loud, and we can actually sing.

**Gary Barlow and the Commonwealth Band featuring Military Wives — "Sing"** — 1 week. The Diamond Jubilee anthem. It was patriotic, sentimental, and exactly what 2012 Britain wanted to hear in June.

**Rita Ora — "R.I.P."** — 1 week. Her debut single. Written by Drake. Produced by Chase & Status. It announced Rita Ora as a force to be reckoned with, even if her career trajectory since has been... let's call it unpredictable.

**Rita Ora — "How We Do (Party)"** — 1 week. The follow-up. Less interesting, but it still hit the top spot.

**DJ Fresh vs. Rita Ora — "Hot Right Now"** — 1 week. Drum and bass had a moment in 2012, and this was its chart peak.

**Stooshe — "Black Heart"** — 1 week. A girl group with actual soul. They had the look, the sound, and the swagger. Then they disappeared. One of those "what if" stories of British pop.

**Lawson — "When She Was Mine"** — 1 week. A boy band with actual instruments. They looked like rugby players and sounded like a McFly tribute act. It worked for exactly one week.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

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

**Taylor Swift — "We Are Never Ever Getting Back Together"** peaked at number 4. It was the first proper pop single from her "Red" era, and it announced that Taylor Swift was done with country music. The spoken-word bridge — "Like, ever." — was the most quotable moment of the year. Max Martin produced it. It sounded like a laser beam aimed at every ex-boyfriend she'd ever had.

**Ellie Goulding — "Lights"** peaked at number 2. It had been floating around since 2010, but a remix by Bassnectar turned it into a global hit. Ellie Goulding became the face of British electronic pop, and "Lights" became the song that wouldn't die — in the best way.

**Mumford & Sons — "I Will Wait"** peaked at number 12. It should have been bigger. It was the lead single from "Babel," the album that sold 159,000 copies in its first week in the UK alone. But the banjo backlash was already brewing. People were tired of the stomp-clap-hey formula. Still, "I Will Wait" is a beautiful song about patience and faith, and it deserved better than number 12.

**Nicki Minaj — "Starships"** peaked at number 2. Pure pop-rap insanity. This was Nicki Minaj deciding she wanted to be a pop star instead of a rapper, and the hip-hop purists never forgave her. But in the clubs? Unstoppable.

**Maroon 5 featuring Wiz Khalifa — "Payphone"** peaked at number 1. A meditation on how modern communication is meaningless and love is dead, delivered over a pop-rock beat by a band that had been doing this since 2002. Adam Levine's falsetto was everywhere in 2012.

**The Wanted — "Chasing the Sun"** peaked at number 2. The British boy band that briefly threatened One Direction's dominance. "Chasing the Sun" was their biggest hit, and it's still the song that plays when you think "2012 British pop."

**Of Monsters and Men — "Little Talks"** peaked at number 12. An Icelandic indie-folk band singing about a dead husband talking to his wife from beyond the grave. It was weird, beautiful, and somehow a global hit. The brass section was pure joy.

**Alex Clare — "Too Close"** peaked at number 4. A dubstep-infused soul track that became the soundtrack to every Microsoft Internet Explorer ad. Yes, really. Alex Clare was a religious Jew from South London who made a song that sounded like the future, and then it was used to sell a web browser. 2012 was strange.

**Ne-Yo — "Let Me Love You (Until You Learn to Love Yourself)"** peaked at number 1. A classic Ne-Yo R&B ballad. It was the kind of song that played at the end of every night out, when everyone was emotional and hugging strangers.

**Labrinth — "Beneath Your Beautiful"** featuring Emeli Sandé peaked at number 1. A duet about vulnerability and letting someone see the real you. Labrinth was a producer turned singer, and Emeli Sandé was having the year of her life. This was their moment.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **Emeli Sandé — "Our Version of Events"** — The biggest-selling album of 2012 in the UK. Over 2.3 million copies. It spent 10 weeks at number one and 67 weeks in the top 10. Emeli Sandé was everywhere — the Olympics opening ceremony, the closing ceremony, every radio station, every award show. She was a Scottish doctor who gave up medicine for music, and it was the right call. "Heaven," "Next to Me," "My Kind of Love" — the album was packed with songs that felt both intimate and stadium-sized.

**Mumford & Sons — "Babel"** — Sold 159,000 copies in its first week, making it the fastest-selling album of 2012. It won Album of the Year at the Grammys. The banjos were louder, the choruses were bigger, and the backlash was already forming. But in 2012, Mumford & Sons were still untouchable.

**Taylor Swift — "Red"** — The album where Taylor Swift stopped being a country star and started being a global pop phenomenon. "We Are Never Ever Getting Back Together" was the lead single, but the album's depth was in tracks like "All Too Well" — a 10-minute breakup epic that fans would spend the next decade demanding she release in full. (She eventually did, and it was worth the wait.)

**Frank Ocean — "channel ORANGE"** — Released in July, this album changed everything. Frank Ocean came out as bisexual in a Tumblr post before the album dropped — a moment that shifted the conversation around sexuality in hip-hop and R&B. The music itself was stunning: "Thinkin Bout You," "Pyramids," "Forrest Gump." It was a breakup album, a love letter, and a masterpiece all at once.

**Kendrick Lamar — "good kid, m.A.A.d city"** — Released in October. A concept album about growing up in Compton, told through the lens of a single day. It was dense, cinematic, and unlike anything hip-hop had heard before. "Swimming Pools (Drank)," "Bitch, Don't Kill My Vibe," "Money Trees." Kendrick didn't just arrive in 2012 — he announced himself as the best rapper of his generation.

**Adele — "21"** — Still selling. Still everywhere. Still the album of the decade. It spent 23 non-consecutive weeks at number one in 2012 alone. "Someone Like You" was still making people cry at weddings. "Rolling in the Deep" was still the song you sang in the shower. Adele was untouchable.

**Grimes — "Visions"** — Claire Boucher made this album in her bedroom on GarageBand, fueled by energy drinks and insomnia. The result was "Genesis," "Oblivion," and an entire genre that didn't have a name yet. It was ethereal, weird, and completely original.

**Fiona Apple — "The Idler Wheel..."** — Her first album in seven years. The full title was "The Idler Wheel Is Wiser Than the Driver of the Screw and Whipping Cords Will Serve You More Than Ropes Will Ever Do." That's the kind of album it was. Sparse, raw, and emotionally devastating. "Every Single Night" is one of the best songs she's ever written.

**Death Grips — "The Money Store"** — The most aggressive album of the year. A noise-rap assault that sounded like a computer having a nervous breakdown. It was brilliant, terrifying, and completely unlistenable to anyone over 30. Exactly as intended.

**Alt-J — "An Awesome Wave"** — Won the Mercury Prize. A debut album that sounded like nothing else — folk, electronic, and something in between. "Breezeblocks," "Tessellate," "Matilda." Three Cambridge graduates making music that made no sense and perfect sense at the same time.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        **Lana Del Rey — "Born to Die"**

Released in January 2012, "Born to Die" was the most divisive album of the year. Lana Del Rey had been meme-ified after her disastrous SNL performance in January — the internet tore her apart. "She can't sing live." "She's fake." "She's a manufactured persona." The backlash was brutal.

But the album? It sold 116,000 copies in its first week in the UK. It went on to sell over 7 million copies worldwide. "Video Games" was the song that started it all — a slow-burning ballad about a toxic relationship, set to a video of old Hollywood clips and grainy webcam footage. It was the most romantic and depressing thing you'd hear all year.

"Born to Die" didn't get the respect it deserved in 2012. Critics were too busy arguing about whether Lana was "authentic" to notice that she'd created a fully realised world — a cinematic, melancholic, American-dream-in-ruins aesthetic that would influence pop music for the next decade. Every sad girl with a ukulele and a vintage dress owes her a debt.

It wasn't a number one album that defined the year in the way "21" or "Our Version of Events" did. But it was the album that people will still be talking about in 20 years.

      

        THE SOUND OF 2012

        If 2012 had a defining character, it was a world getting smaller by the day.

A Belgian-Australian artist and a New Zealander made the biggest song of the year. A Canadian made the summer anthem. A Korean made the viral sensation. British pop was still dominant — Emeli Sandé, Florence Welch, Adele — but the walls were coming down. The internet had flattened the playing field.

Dance music was everywhere. Calvin Harris was the king of British pop production — he had his fingerprints on "We Found Love," "Spectrum (Say My Name)," "Sweet Nothing," and his own "Feel So Close." David Guetta was the king of European dance-pop. Swedish House Mafia were selling out arenas. EDM was the new rock and roll, and the drop was the new guitar solo.

But there was also a counter-movement. Frank Ocean and Kendrick Lamar proved that hip-hop and R&B could be experimental, personal, and commercially successful at the same time. Grimes proved you could make a masterpiece in your bedroom. Alt-J proved that weird could win the Mercury Prize.

The Olympics soundtracked the summer — from the opening ceremony's mix of British classics to the closing ceremony's parade of pop royalty. The Spice Girls reunited (briefly). Take That performed. Emeli Sandé sang "Read All About It" as the athletes walked into the stadium. It was a moment of pure national pride, and the music was at the centre of it.

And then there was "Gangnam Style." A song in Korean that nobody understood, with a dance that everybody could do. It was the first true viral video — the moment when YouTube became the most important music platform in the world. The charts couldn't keep up. The radio couldn't keep up. But the internet could.

2012 was the year the old rules stopped applying. The year a song could be a global hit without radio play. The year a bedroom producer could compete with a stadium act. The year the music industry realised it had no idea what was coming next.

      

        BRITAIN IN 2012

        David Cameron was Prime Minister. The coalition government was in its third year. Austerity was biting. The country was divided, tired, and broke.

And then the Olympics happened.

For two weeks in July and August, Britain forgot about the recession. Jessica Ennis won heptathlon gold on Super Saturday — 4,000 points, a personal best, and a nation in tears. Greg Rutherford won long jump. Mo Farah won the 10,000 metres, then the 5,000 metres a week later. Three gold medals in 45 minutes. The country went absolutely mental.

The Queen's Diamond Jubilee in June was a more restrained affair — 60 years on the throne, celebrated with a river pageant, a concert at Buckingham Palace, and street parties across the country. Gary Barlow organised the concert. Paul McCartney played. Grace Jones did whatever Grace Jones does. It was very British: organised chaos with a stiff upper lip.

"Skyfall" was released in October — the 23rd James Bond film, and the best one in years. Sam Mendes directed. Javier Bardem played the villain. Adele sang the theme. It made a billion dollars. The scene where Bond walks through a deserted London, past a Union Jack that slowly fades to grey, was the most iconic shot of the year.

"The Avengers" came out in April and broke box office records. It was the first superhero movie that felt like a proper event — all the Marvel characters in one room, arguing and then saving the world. Joss Whedon made it look easy.

Hurricane Sandy hit the US East Coast in October, killing 233 people and causing $70 billion in damage. New York was underwater. The subway flooded. It was a stark reminder that climate change wasn't coming — it was here.

Facebook hit 1 billion users in October. Mark Zuckerberg wore a hoodie to the announcement. It felt like a milestone, but also like the beginning of something darker. The algorithm was learning. The ads were coming.

Tinder launched in 2012. Dating was never the same again.

And on August 6th, the Curiosity rover landed on Mars. Seven minutes of terror, they called it — the time it took for the signal to reach Earth. It landed successfully. It's still there, sending back data. In a year of human achievement — the Olympics, the Diamond Jubilee, the Bond film — the most impressive thing we did was send a robot to another planet.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        **Number ones:** 17
**Longest-running number one:** Gotye — "Somebody That I Used to Know" (5 weeks)
**Biggest-selling single:** Gotye — "Somebody That I Used to Know" (1,040,000 UK sales)
**Biggest-selling album:** Emeli Sandé — "Our Version of Events" (2,300,000+ UK sales)
**Fastest-selling album:** Mumford & Sons — "Babel" (159,000 first week)
**YouTube views for "Gangnam Style" by December 2012:** 1,000,000,000+
**Facebook users:** 1,000,000,000
**Olympic gold medals for Team GB:** 29 (3rd place overall)
**UK album sales decline:** 11.2% (CD sales down nearly 20%)
**Digital album sales growth:** +15%
**Record format:** CD singles, digital downloads, streaming in its infancy

      

        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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