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        WELCOME TO 2016

        2016 was a year that hit hard and kept swinging. David Bowie died on 10 January, two days after his 69th birthday and the release of Blackstar. Prince died on 21 April, found alone in an elevator at Paisley Park. George Michael died on Christmas Day, at home in Oxfordshire. Muhammad Ali, the greatest, lost his final fight on 3 June. The music world — the whole world — spent 2016 in a state of grief that never quite lifted.

But the music didn't stop. It couldn't.

Drake's 'One Dance' featuring Wizkid and Kyla became the defining song of the summer — 15 weeks at number one, a record that still stands. It wasn't just a hit; it was the sound of every barbecue, every club, every car radio from June to September. A dancehall-inflected pop song that somehow made the whole country move the same way.

Beyoncé released 'Lemonade' in April — a visual album that turned her marriage into a public reckoning, a Black power statement, and the best music she'd ever made. 'Formation' dropped the day before her Super Bowl halftime show, and suddenly the NFL, the police, and the entire pop landscape had to reckon with what Beyoncé was actually saying.

Rihanna's 'Anti' arrived in January, quietly at first, then unstoppably. 'Work' featuring Drake spent nine weeks at number two in the UK — never number one, but everywhere. 'Needed Me,' 'Kiss It Better' — she'd stopped chasing pop radio and started making exactly what she wanted.

And then there was everything else. The Chainsmokers and Halsey's 'Closer' — a song that started as a joke in a tour bus and became the second-biggest single of the year. Sia's 'Cheap Thrills,' written for Rihanna, rejected, then turned into Sia's biggest hit. Justin Bieber's 'Sorry' and 'Love Yourself' still lingering from 2015, refusing to leave the charts.

2016 was the year the legends died and the new guard took over. It was brutal and brilliant and weird. And it changed everything.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 2016

        Seventeen different songs reached number one in 2016. But one of them stayed there for a third of the year.

**Drake — 'One Dance' (feat. Wizkid & Kyla).** Fifteen weeks at number one. Not consecutive — it dropped out and came back — but still the longest-running number one in UK chart history. It's the song that broke streaming records, that made Wizkid a household name in the UK, that turned a sample of Kyla's obscure 2008 track 'Do You Mind' into the backbone of the year.

**Justin Bieber — 'Love Yourself.'** One week (carried over from 2015). Written by Ed Sheeran, who apparently knocked it out in ten minutes. The acoustic guitar and that bitter-sweet chorus — 'My mama don't like you and she likes everyone' — made it the kind of diss track your nan could sing along to.

**Lukas Graham — '7 Years.'** Four weeks. A Danish band nobody had heard of, singing about growing up. It shouldn't have worked. It absolutely worked. Every radio station, every school assembly, every sad bloke in a pub.

**Justin Timberlake — 'Can't Stop the Feeling!'** One week. Written for the Trolls soundtrack. Pure, unapologetic, manufactured joy. Sometimes that's exactly what you need.

**Calvin Harris — 'This Is What You Came For' (feat. Rihanna).** Two weeks. The one where Taylor Swift was secretly credited as co-writer under the pseudonym Nils Sjöberg. The internet found out, and chaos ensued.

**Little Mix — 'Shout Out to My Ex.'** Three weeks. A breakup anthem so specific and so savage that Perrie Edwards' ex Zayn Malik reportedly unfollowed them on Twitter. Job done.

**Clean Bandit — 'Rockabye' (feat. Sean Paul & Anne-Marie).** The Christmas number one, holding for four weeks. A dance track about a single mother struggling to provide. Unexpectedly heartfelt, undeniably catchy.

Other number ones: Zara Larsson and MNEK's 'Never Forget You,' Mike Posner's 'I Took a Pill in Ibiza' (the Seeb remix that completely transformed the original), Sigala's 'Sweet Lovin',' and Calum Scott's cover of Robyn's 'Dancing On My Own' — a karaoke performance turned into a chart-topper.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

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

**Sia — 'Cheap Thrills.'** Number two. Written for Rihanna's Anti, but Rihanna passed. Sia recorded it herself, and it became the biggest hit of her career. The premise — dancing with nothing in your pocket — hit harder because Sia meant every word.

**Twenty One Pilots — 'Stressed Out' and 'Heathens.'** Number 12 and number five. The duo from Ohio somehow became the voice of anxious millennials everywhere. 'Stressed Out' was about missing childhood. 'Heathens' was on the Suicide Squad soundtrack. Both were everywhere.

**David Bowie — 'Lazarus.'** Number 45. Released on 7 January, three days before he died. The video shows him lying in a hospital bed, eyes bandaged, singing about looking down from above. We didn't know it was a goodbye until it was too late.

**Beyoncé — 'Formation.'** Number 31. The video alone was a masterclass: the sinking police car, the little boy dancing in front of a line of riot police, the 'I got hot sauce in my bag' swagger. It wasn't just a song — it was a statement of intent for everything Lemonade would become.

**Adele — 'Send My Love (To Your New Lover).'** Number five. The third single from 25, and the one that proved Adele could do upbeat. Produced by Max Martin and Shellback, it sounded like nothing else she'd ever released.

**Zayn — 'Pillowtalk.'** Number one. His first solo single after leaving One Direction. It went straight in at number one. The video was NSFW. The message was clear: this wasn't his boyband anymore.

**Desiigner — 'Panda.'** Number seven. A 19-year-old from Brooklyn rapping over a beat he found on YouTube. Kanye West remixed it. The whole world said 'brrra' for about six months straight.

**Dua Lipa — 'Hotter Than Hell' and 'Blow Your Mind (Mwah).'** Number 15 and number 30. Her debut year. She hadn't even released her album yet, but the groundwork was being laid for what would come in 2017.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **David Bowie — 'Blackstar.'** Released on 8 January 2016, Bowie's 69th birthday. He died two days later. Nobody knew he was terminally ill — not his band, not his producers, not his label. The album is a 41-minute meditation on mortality, jazz-inflected, deliberately difficult, utterly brilliant. 'Lazarus' and 'Blackstar' (the track) are the obvious highlights, but the whole thing plays like a man staring into the abyss and finding it beautiful. It won five Grammys. It deserved more.

**Beyoncé — 'Lemonade.'** Released 23 April as a one-hour film on HBO, then dropped on streaming services without warning. Every song is a chapter in a story about infidelity, rage, reconciliation, and Black womanhood. 'Formation,' 'Sorry,' 'Hold Up,' 'Freedom' featuring Kendrick Lamar — there isn't a weak track. It was the album of the year, full stop.

**Frank Ocean — 'Blonde.'** After four years of silence, endless delays, and a mysterious livestream of him building a staircase, Frank Ocean released Blonde on 20 August as a 'visual album' called Endless, then dropped the real album the next day. It was intimate, strange, and heartbreaking. 'Nikes,' 'Ivy,' 'Self Control' — songs that felt like overheard conversations.

**Radiohead — 'A Moon Shaped Pool.'** Their first album in five years. 'Burn the Witch' arrived with a stop-motion video that looked like a Trumpton episode directed by David Lynch. The album itself was gorgeous and mournful, built around a song called 'True Love Waits' that fans had been waiting 20 years to hear properly.

**Rihanna — 'Anti.'** Released in January, exclusive to Tidal for a week — a move that annoyed everyone and probably cost it sales. But the music was undeniable. 'Work,' 'Needed Me,' 'Kiss It Better,' 'Love on the Brain' — Rihanna at her most confident and experimental. She'd earned the right to do whatever she wanted.

**Chance the Rapper — 'Coloring Book.'** A mixtape, technically — released for free on streaming services. It won three Grammys, including Best Rap Album, and Chance became the first artist to win a Grammy for a streaming-only release. 'No Problem' featuring Lil Wayne and 2 Chainz, 'Angels,' 'Same Drugs' — joyful, gospel-infused, completely original.

**Solange — 'A Seat at the Table.'** Released in September, a companion piece to Lemonade in many ways — both albums about Black womanhood, both deeply personal, both political without being preachy. 'Cranes in the Sky' is one of the best songs of the decade.

**A Tribe Called Quest — 'We Got It from Here... Thank You 4 Your Service.'** Their first album in 18 years. Phife Dawg died in March, before it was finished. The album dropped in November, and it was like hearing an old friend's voice one last time. 'We the People...' — a track that took direct aim at Trump's America — felt like it had been written that morning.

**Bon Iver — '22, A Million.'** Weird, fragmented, auto-tuned, brilliant. Justin Vernon chopped his voice into pieces and reassembled it. '715 — CRΣΣKS' is just his voice through a Messina processor, no instruments. It shouldn't work. It absolutely does.

**Drake — 'Views.'** The album that gave us 'One Dance,' 'Hotline Bling,' 'Controlla,' and 'Too Good' featuring Rihanna. It was huge — the biggest album of the year in the UK. But it also felt like Drake running out of things to say. The Toronto obsession, the dancehall influence, the endless tracks about fame — it was good, but it wasn't his best.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        David Bowie's 'Lazarus' peaked at number 45. It should have been everywhere.

Released on 7 January, three days before he died, the song arrived with a video that showed Bowie in a hospital bed, eyes bandaged, writhing, singing 'Look up here, I'm in heaven.' We watched it and thought it was art. We didn't realise it was a deathbed confession.

'Lazarus' captures a man who knows exactly what's coming. The saxophone wails. The drums stumble. Bowie's voice — that voice — cracks and soars. 'By the time I got to New York / I was living like a king / Then I used up all my money / I was looking for your ass.' It's defiant and terrified and beautiful.

It reached number 45. It deserved number one. But maybe that's fitting — Bowie never did what was expected. He went out on his own terms, with his own song, at his own time. The charts were just a formality.

      

        THE SOUND OF 2016

        If 2016 had a sound, it was dancehall-inflected pop. Drake's 'One Dance,' Rihanna's 'Work,' Justin Bieber's 'Sorry' — all built on Caribbean rhythms, all massive. The UK had always loved dancehall, but 2016 was the year it took over the mainstream completely.

But that's only part of the story.

2016 was also the year of the surprise drop. Beyoncé's Lemonade appeared on HBO with no warning. Frank Ocean's Blonde arrived after years of waiting. Chance the Rapper's Coloring Book was a free mixtape that won Grammys. The album cycle was dead. Long live the drop.

It was the year streaming finally won. 'One Dance' broke UK streaming records. Spotify playlists became more important than radio. The singles chart started to look like a streaming chart — songs hanging around for months instead of weeks.

And it was the year grief became a genre. Blackstar, Lemonade, A Seat at the Table — albums about loss, about reckoning, about what you do when everything falls apart. 2016 gave us plenty of reasons to feel that way.

The sound of 2016 was a party you were crying at. Dancing through the pain. And the music kept playing.

      

        BRITAIN IN 2016

        On 23 June 2016, the UK voted to leave the European Union. 52% to 48%. David Cameron resigned the next morning, having called the referendum to settle the Eurosceptics in his party and watched it destroy his career instead. Theresa May became Prime Minister in July, standing outside Number 10 and saying 'Brexit means Brexit' — a phrase that explained nothing and defined everything.

The country split in two. Remain vs Leave. Young vs old. Cities vs towns. Families stopped talking at Christmas dinner. The word 'Brexit' appeared in every conversation for the rest of the year, and it hasn't left since.

On 8 November, Donald Trump was elected President of the United States. The world watched in disbelief. The UK tabloids had a field day. Nobody knew what was coming.

On 12 June, a gunman walked into Pulse, a gay nightclub in Orlando, and killed 49 people. It was the deadliest mass shooting in American history at that point. The LGBTQ+ community — already reeling from a year of political attacks — gathered, mourned, and refused to hide.

Pokémon GO launched in July. Millions of people walked into traffic, fell off cliffs, and discovered their own neighbourhoods for the first time. It was the closest we've come to a global shared experience since the World Cup.

Stranger Things arrived on Netflix in July. Winona Ryder's career revived. Eleven became a Halloween costume. The Duffer Brothers made a show about the 80s that somehow captured exactly how 2016 felt — like something dark was lurking just beneath the surface.

In film: La La Land premiered in August (general release in January 2017), a love letter to old Hollywood musicals. Moonlight — Barry Jenkins' coming-of-age story about a Black gay man — quietly became the most important film of the year. Manchester by the Sea made everyone cry. The world needed art that felt real.

And through all of it, the music played. At vigils, at protests, at parties, in cars, on headphones. 2016 was the year the world fell apart and the songs held it together.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 17
Longest-running number one: Drake — 'One Dance' (feat. Wizkid & Kyla) — 15 weeks (UK record)
Biggest-selling single: Drake — 'One Dance' (1.2 million+ UK sales, 2.5 million+ streams)
Biggest-selling album: Adele — '25' (still selling from 2015)
Chart size: Top 100 (full year)
Record format: Streaming dominated — 80% of singles consumption was streaming by year-end

Albums that went number one in 2016: 42 different albums hit the top spot, including David Bowie's Blackstar (posthumous, two weeks), Beyoncé's Lemonade, Radiohead's A Moon Shaped Pool, Drake's Views, Rihanna's Anti, Frank Ocean's Blonde, and the Now That's What I Call Music! series (volumes 95 and 96).

Grammy winners: Adele won Album of the Year (25), Record of the Year ('Hello'), and Song of the Year ('Hello'). Beyoncé's Lemonade was controversially snubbed for Album of the Year — a decision that still sparks arguments.

Deaths: David Bowie (10 Jan), Terry Wogan (31 Jan), Prince (21 Apr), Muhammad Ali (3 Jun), Phife Dawg (22 Mar), Leonard Cohen (7 Nov), George Michael (25 Dec) — a year of staggering losses.

      

        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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