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        WELCOME TO 2014

        2014 was the year pop music stopped apologising for being pop music.

Taylor Swift spent years fighting the pop label — she was country, she was a songwriter, she was serious. Then she released '1989' and basically said "fine, you want pop? Here's the best pop album of the decade." She ditched the banjos, moved to New York, and wrote the most confident album of her career. 'Shake It Off' was a middle finger to critics. 'Blank Space' was her laughing at the media narrative. 'Style' was pure, unapologetic pop perfection.

Meanwhile, Pharrell Williams spent the year being the happiest man on earth. 'Happy' was originally written for Despicable Me 2 — a kids' movie about a supervillain. It sold 1.2 million copies in the UK alone. A song with no bridge, no key change, no dramatic drop — just a clap beat, a gospel choir, and Pharrell telling you to clap along. It worked because it was simple. It worked because it was genuine. It worked because after a decade of increasingly complicated pop music, sometimes you just need someone to tell you to be happy.

But 2014 wasn't all sunshine. Sam Smith released 'In the Lonely Hour' — an album of unrequited love songs so devastating that Adele reportedly called him to say she was jealous. 'Stay with Me' was a gospel-tinged ballad about a one-night stand who wouldn't stay. It won four Grammys. It made Sam Smith a star. And it broke a million hearts in the process.

This was the year streaming finally became real. Spotify had 15 million paying subscribers by the end of 2014. Apple bought Beats for $3 billion — a move that would become Apple Music. The playlist was becoming more important than the album. The way we discovered music was changing, and nobody quite knew where it was heading.

2014 was messy, brilliant, heartbreaking, and joyful. Just like the best years always are.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 2014

        Seventeen different songs hit number one in 2014 — a relatively quiet year by recent standards. But the ones that stuck around really stuck around.

**Pharrell Williams — 'Happy'** — 4 weeks. The longest-running number one of the year. It spent 4 weeks at the top in July, but it was on the chart for 67 weeks total — it was still in the top 40 a year later. The 24-hour music video — a single continuous shot of people dancing — was genius. Pharrell wore that giant Vivienne Westwood hat everywhere. The song sold 1.2 million copies in the UK alone.

**Ed Sheeran — 'Sing'** — 4 weeks. Produced by Pharrell (the man was everywhere), 'Sing' was Ed's first number one. It was a complete departure from his acoustic ballads — a funky, falsetto-driven pop track that proved he could do more than just sit on a stool with a loop pedal. The video featured Ed in a dog mask. It was weird. It worked.

**Sam Smith — 'Stay with Me'** — 4 weeks. Four weeks at number one, but it felt like longer. The song was everywhere — on the radio, in cafes, playing quietly from someone's headphones on the bus. Sam's voice — that aching, impossibly high tenor — was the sound of 2014 for a lot of people. The album followed it to number one and stayed there for seven weeks.

**Meghan Trainor — 'All About That Bass'** — 4 weeks. A doo-wop throwback about body positivity that was impossible to dislike, even if you tried. Meghan was 20 when it hit number one. She wrote it in 40 minutes. The video had her dancing in a corset and pearls. It sold over 800,000 copies in the UK.

**Taylor Swift — 'Shake It Off'** — 2 weeks. The first single from '1989' and a statement of intent. Taylor had spent years being criticised — too many boyfriends, too many break-up songs, too calculated. 'Shake It Off' was her saying she didn't care. The video was a glorious mess of bad dancing and self-deprecation. It went to number one in its second week.

**Duke Dumont — 'I Got U' (feat. Jax Jones)** — 1 week. A deep house track that sampled Fleetwood Mac's 'That's All' and turned it into a summer anthem. Duke Dumont was having a moment — 'Need U (100%)' had been massive in 2013, and 'I Got U' proved he wasn't a one-hit wonder.

**Route 94 — 'My Love' (feat. Jess Glynne)** — 1 week. Jess Glynne's first number one before she became a solo star. A garage-house track that felt like a warm summer night. Route 94 was 22 when it hit number one.

**Ben Haenow — 'Something I Need'** — 1 week. The X Factor Christmas number one. Ben was a van driver from Croydon. He covered OneRepublic's 'Something I Need' and sold 128,000 copies in its first week. It was the last X Factor Christmas number one that anyone would remember.

Other number ones: Sigma's 'Nobody to Love' (1 week — a drum and bass track sampling Kanye West's 'Bound 2'), Oliver Heldens' 'Gecko (Overdrive)' (1 week — a deep house track that started as an instrumental on SoundCloud), and Ariana Grande's 'Problem' (feat. Iggy Azalea) — 1 week of pure pop dominance.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

        The number ones tell a story. The songs that peaked at number 2, 3, or 47 tell a better one.

**Hozier — 'Take Me to Church'** peaked at number 2. Andrew Hozier-Byrne was 24, from County Wicklow, Ireland. He wrote the song about the Catholic Church's treatment of LGBTQ+ people — specifically the homophobia that had been baked into Irish society for generations. The video featured a gay couple being attacked by a homophobic mob. It was powerful, uncomfortable, and absolutely unignorable. It spent 23 weeks in the top 40. It should have been number one.

**Clean Bandit — 'Rather Be' (feat. Jess Glynne)** hit number one in January and stayed for 4 weeks. A string quartet from Cambridge mixing classical with house music — it shouldn't have worked. It did. The video was shot in Japan. Jess Glynne's voice was the secret weapon — she'd go on to have more number ones than any other British female artist that decade.

**George Ezra — 'Budapest'** peaked at number 3. George was 20 when he wrote it, inspired by a trip across Europe. He'd never been to Budapest. The song was about a girl, not a city. It became the soundtrack to every holiday montage for the next two years. His album 'Wanted on Voyage' went to number one and sold over a million copies.

**Sia — 'Chandelier'** peaked at number 6. Sia had been writing hits for other people — 'Diamonds' for Rihanna, 'Titanium' for David Guetta — but 'Chandelier' was her own. The video featured 11-year-old dancer Maddie Ziegler in a nude leotard, contorting through a warehouse. It was unsettling, beautiful, and unforgettable. The song was about alcoholism. The swing-dancing chorus was a cry for help disguised as a pop banger.

**FKA twigs — 'Two Weeks'** peaked at number 50. It didn't chart high, but it didn't need to. The video was a masterpiece — twigs suspended in mid-air, dripping gold, singing about seduction with a voice that sounded like it came from another planet. 'LP1' was nominated for the Mercury Prize. She was dating Robert Pattinson. The tabloids called her "Robert Pattinson's new girlfriend." The music press called her the future.

**The War on Drugs — 'Red Eyes'** didn't even chart in the UK singles chart. But 'Lost in the Dream' was one of the best albums of the year — a sprawling, heartland-rock masterpiece that sounded like Springsteen if he'd discovered ambient music. 'Red Eyes' was the closest thing to a hit — a seven-minute song that felt like driving through a sunset with the windows down.

**Caribou — 'Can't Do Without You'** peaked at number 80. Dan Snaith's 'Our Love' was a gorgeous, understated electronic album about connection and loss. The title track sampled a gospel choir. The whole thing felt like a warm hug from someone who was about to leave.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **Taylor Swift — '1989'**
The album that changed everything. Taylor Swift had spent a decade as country's biggest star, but '1989' was a full, unapologetic pop album — synths, drum machines, and choruses so big they felt like they'd been designed in a lab. 'Shake It Off' was the lead single. 'Blank Space' was the best — a self-aware takedown of her own media image that became one of the biggest songs of the decade. 'Style' was pure 80s pop. 'Out of the Woods' was anxiety set to a synth hook. 'Bad Blood' was about Katy Perry. The album sold 1.2 million copies in its first week in the US — the first album to do that since Eminem's 'The Eminem Show' in 2002. In the UK, it sold 90,000 in its first week and went on to sell over a million.

**Ed Sheeran — 'x' (pronounced 'multiply')**
Ed's second album was the one that made him a global superstar. 'Sing' was the Pharrell-produced banger. 'Don't' was a kiss-off to an ex who cheated on him. 'Thinking Out Loud' was the wedding song — a ballad so enduring that it would eventually become the most-streamed song on Spotify. But the deep cuts were where the album shone — 'Photograph' (written about his grandparents), 'Bloodstream' (about doing MDMA), 'The Man' (about his own ego). It sold 180,000 copies in its first UK week and spent 19 weeks at number one — not consecutively, but across the year. It was the biggest-selling album of 2014 in the UK.

**Sam Smith — 'In the Lonely Hour'**
Sam Smith had been a guest vocalist on hits by Disclosure ('Latch') and Naughty Boy ('La La La') before releasing his own material. 'In the Lonely Hour' was a collection of songs about unrequited love — Sam had fallen for a man who didn't love him back, and the album was the result. 'Stay with Me' was the hit. 'I'm Not the Only One' was about infidelity. 'Money on My Mind' was about not being in it for the money. The album won four Grammys — Best New Artist, Record of the Year, Song of the Year, and Best Pop Vocal Album. Sam was 22.

**Beyoncé — 'Beyoncé'**
Technically released in December 2013, but it dominated 2014. The surprise drop — no promo, no singles, just an album appearing on iTunes one night — changed the music industry forever. Every artist since has tried to replicate that moment. None have. The album itself was Beyoncé's most personal — '***Flawless' sampled Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie's 'We Should All Be Feminists' speech. 'Drunk in Love' was the hit — a Jay-Z feature, a beat that sounded like it was melting, and Beyoncé riding a surfboard in the video. The visual album format — a video for every song — became the new standard.

**FKA twigs — 'LP1'**
The Mercury Prize-nominated debut from Tahliah Barnett. 'LP1' was a genre of its own — trip-hop, R&B, electronic, art-pop, all filtered through a voice that could go from a whisper to a shriek in a single breath. 'Two Weeks' was the single. 'Pendulum' was the heartbreaker. 'Video Girl' was about being objectified. It was strange, beautiful, and completely uncompromising. It sold 13,000 copies in its first UK week — not a lot, but the people who bought it felt like they'd discovered something secret.

**Run the Jewels — 'Run the Jewels 2'**
Killer Mike and El-P's second album as a duo was the best hip-hop album of 2014. 'Close Your Eyes (And Count to Fuck)' featured Zack de la Rocha. 'Blockbuster Night Part 1' was pure aggression. The album was released for free download on their website. It was political, angry, funny, and brilliant. It didn't chart in the UK top 40. It didn't need to.

**St. Vincent — 'St. Vincent'**
Annie Clark's fourth album won the Grammy for Best Alternative Music Album. It was her most confident work — 'Digital Witness' was a critique of social media addiction set to a funky guitar riff. 'Prince Johnny' was about a friend who'd lost his way. 'Birth in Reverse' was pure art-rock chaos. She played every instrument on the album except drums.

**Aphex Twin — 'Syro'**
Richard D. James returned after 13 years with no warning. A blimp appeared over London with the Aphex Twin logo. A mysterious USB stick was found in a toilet at a Berlin art gallery. The album itself was vintage Aphex — glitchy, beautiful, impossible to dance to but impossible to stop listening to. It went to number 11 in the UK — his highest-charting album ever. He was 43. He'd spent the intervening years making cheese in Cornwall.

**The War on Drugs — 'Lost in the Dream'**
Adam Granduciel spent two years making this album, nearly destroying himself in the process. He was struggling with anxiety and depression, and the album sounds like it — long, sprawling songs that build and build and build. 'Red Eyes' was the closest thing to a radio hit. 'Under the Pressure' was a nine-minute epic. 'An Ocean in Between the Waves' sounded like Bob Dylan fronting a krautrock band. It won Album of the Year at the Americana Music Awards. It deserved more.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        **Hozier — 'Take Me to Church'**

It peaked at number 2. It should have been number 1. But in October 2014, Meghan Trainor's 'All About That Bass' was in its fourth week at the top, and Hozier's dark, brooding, politically charged debut had to settle for silver.

And yet, 'Take Me to Church' is the song that defined 2014 more than any number one. It was the most-streamed song on Spotify in 2014 globally. It was nominated for a Grammy. It was covered by everyone from Ed Sheeran to the cast of Glee. The video — a brutal, unflinching depiction of homophobic violence — was watched millions of times. It sparked conversations about the Catholic Church, about LGBTQ+ rights, about the role of religion in modern society.

Andrew Hozier-Byrne wrote it in the attic of his parents' house in County Wicklow. He was working as a session musician, playing guitar for other people's songs, wondering if his own music would ever get heard. 'Take Me to Church' was the first song he wrote that felt like him. It took 30 minutes.

The song's power is in its restraint. No big chorus drop. No key change. Just a slow build from fingerpicked guitar to a full gospel choir, with Hozier's voice getting more desperate as it goes. "I'll tell you my sins and you can sharpen your knife" — it's a line about sex, about religion, about giving yourself to someone completely. It's the best lyric of 2014.

It never got that week at number one. But it got something better. It got remembered.

      

        THE SOUND OF 2014

        If 2013 was the year genres collided, 2014 was the year pop ate everything.

Taylor Swift went full pop and made the album of her career. Ed Sheeran went from busker to arena-filler. Sam Smith turned heartbreak into a four-Grammy debut. Meghan Trainor brought doo-wop back from the dead. Pharrell made a song for a kids' movie that became the biggest single of the year.

But the real story of 2014 was the rise of the producer as star. Pharrell was everywhere — producing for Ed Sheeran, appearing on tracks with Daft Punk, wearing that hat. Diplo was building a empire — Major Lazer, Jack Ü (with Skrillex), producing for Beyoncé. Mark Ronson released 'Uptown Special' at the end of the year, setting up 2015's biggest hit. The person behind the board was becoming as famous as the person behind the mic.

Streaming was the other big story. Spotify had 15 million paying subscribers by December. Apple bought Beats for $3 billion — a clear signal that the industry was shifting. The album was still king, but the playlist was the new radio. 'Today's Top Hits' on Spotify was becoming more influential than Radio 1.

And in the underground, things were getting interesting. FKA twigs was making music that sounded like the future. Run the Jewels proved hip-hop could be political, angry, and free. Caribou made an electronic album that felt human. Aphex Twin came back after 13 years and reminded everyone that electronic music could be weird again.

2014 was the year pop music got comfortable with itself. It stopped trying to be cool. It stopped trying to be alternative. It just was what it was — big choruses, big emotions, big personalities. And for one year, that was exactly what we needed.

      

        BRITAIN IN 2014

        David Cameron was still Prime Minister. The coalition with the Lib Dems was in its final year. The economy was growing — finally — but the scars of austerity were everywhere. Food banks were becoming a normal part of British life. The NHS was under strain. The cost of living was a constant background hum of anxiety.

On 18 September, Scotland voted on whether to end the 307-year union with England. The campaign had been running for two years. 'Better Together' vs 'Yes Scotland.' Alex Salmond vs everyone. In the final weeks, the polls narrowed to a dead heat. The turnout was 84.6% — the highest in British electoral history. The result: 55% No, 45% Yes. The union survived. But it was closer than anyone expected. David Cameron's promise of more powers for Scotland would lead to the Smith Commission, which would lead to more devolution, which would lead to... well, we know how that story goes.

Ebola was the word that terrified the world in 2014. The outbreak in West Africa — Guinea, Liberia, Sierra Leone — killed over 11,000 people. The first case was diagnosed in March. By September, the WHO called it a public health emergency. A British nurse, Pauline Cafferkey, contracted the virus while working in Sierra Leone and was treated in London. She survived. Thousands didn't.

Russia annexed Crimea in March. Vladimir Putin signed the treaty on 18 March. The world condemned it. Sanctions followed. The Cold War wasn't back, but the tension was. Malaysia Airlines Flight MH370 disappeared on 8 March with 239 people on board. It was never found. Four months later, MH17 was shot down over Ukraine. 298 people dead. The wreckage fell on a battlefield.

ISIS declared a caliphate in June. The world watched in horror as videos of beheadings spread online. The US began airstrikes in Iraq in August. The UK Parliament voted to join in September. The Middle East was burning again.

At the cinema, 'Guardians of the Galaxy' was the surprise hit of the year — a Marvel movie about a talking raccoon and a tree that only says three words. 'Interstellar' had everyone arguing about the ending. 'The Grand Budapest Hotel' was Wes Anderson's best film in a decade. 'Boyhood' was filmed over 12 years and made everyone feel like their own life was passing them by.

On our phones, the Ice Bucket Challenge took over the summer. Everyone from your mum to Bill Gates to Taylor Swift dumped a bucket of ice water over their heads. It raised over $115 million for ALS research. It was the most successful viral campaign of all time. Flappy Bird was the game everyone was playing — a simple, infuriating mobile game about a bird flying through pipes. The creator took it down because he said it was too addictive. iPhone 6 and 6 Plus launched in September. The screens were finally big. People queued for days.

Facebook bought WhatsApp for $19 billion in February. It was the largest acquisition of a venture-backed company in history. Jan Koum, the co-founder, was a Ukrainian immigrant who'd grown up on food stamps. He signed the deal and became a billionaire. The world was changing fast. Some of it was wonderful. Some of it was terrifying. All of it was happening at once.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 17 singles
Longest-running number one: Pharrell Williams — 'Happy' (4 weeks)
Biggest-selling single: Pharrell Williams — 'Happy' (1,200,000+ UK sales)
Biggest-selling album: Ed Sheeran — 'x' (1,700,000+ UK sales)
Ed Sheeran 'x' first-week sales: 180,000
Taylor Swift '1989' first-week UK sales: 90,000
Sam Smith 'In the Lonely Hour' first-week UK sales: 100,000
Christmas number one sales: Ben Haenow — 'Something I Need' (128,000)
Spotify paying subscribers: 15 million (up from 8 million in 2013)
UK album sales total: 88.2 million — another decline
Streaming revenue: overtook CD sales for the first time in the US

**The charts in 2014 by genre (roughly):**
Pop: 45% | Dance/Electronic: 20% | Hip-hop/R&B: 15% | Indie/Alternative: 12% | Other: 8%

      

        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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