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        WELCOME TO 2017

        Let's be honest: 2017 was a lot. A year that started with Trump's inauguration and ended with #MeToo rewriting the rules. A year where Manchester lost 22 people at an Ariana Grande concert, where Grenfell Tower burned while the government looked the other way, where Theresa May called a snap election and somehow made things worse.

And through all of it, music kept happening. Not as escapism — as a soundtrack to a country trying to figure out what it had become.

Ed Sheeran kicked off the year with 'Shape of You' and basically never left. The song spent 14 weeks at number one — the kind of run that only happens when a song becomes background radiation. You couldn't escape it. It was in every gym, every shop, every wedding DJ's USB stick. His album ÷ (Divide) was the biggest of the year by a mile, and 'Perfect' became the Christmas number one. Ed owned 2017.

But the real story was 'Despacito.' Luis Fonsi and Daddy Yankee's reggaeton track had been a hit in Latin America for months before Justin Bieber jumped on the remix. Then it became a global monster — 11 weeks at number one in the UK, the longest-running foreign language chart-topper in British history. A song in Spanish, sung by a Puerto Rican and a Puerto Rican-American, became the defining pop moment of the year in a post-Brexit Britain. Make of that what you will.

Meanwhile, Kendrick Lamar dropped 'DAMN.' and reminded everyone that rap could be art, politics, and bangers all at once. 'Humble' and 'DNA.' were everywhere. A year later, it won a Pulitzer — the first hip-hop album ever to do so. That's not a footnote. That's a correction.

Dua Lipa released her self-titled debut and 'New Rules' became the anthem of every woman who'd ever been ghosted. Harry Styles went solo with 'Sign of the Times' and proved he was more than just the curly-haired one from One Direction. Lorde gave us 'Melodrama' — a breakup album that felt like a house party you never wanted to end.

And then there was the stuff that didn't chart but mattered more. Sampha's 'Process' won the Mercury Prize — a gorgeous, aching album about grief and family. Mount Eerie's 'A Crow Looked at Me' was Phil Elverum documenting his wife's death from cancer in real time. It's the most devastating album ever made. You don't listen to it for pleasure. You listen to it because someone has to bear witness.

2017 was the year pop went global, rap went Pulitzer, and Britain went through the wringer. This is what it sounded like.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 2017

        Seventeen songs hit number one in 2017. Here's who sat on the throne and for how long.

**Clean Bandit feat. Sean Paul & Anne-Marie — 'Rockabye'** — 1 week (carried over from 2016). A song about a single mother dancing through hardship. It was the last gasp of 2016's dance-pop dominance.

**Ed Sheeran — 'Shape of You'** — 14 weeks. The longest run of the year and the biggest-selling single of 2017 in the UK, shifting over 2.5 million copies. It started the year at number one on January 6 and didn't budge until March 31. That's a whole season of 'Shape of You.'

**Ed Sheeran — 'Castle on the Hill'** — 1 week. Sheeran replaced himself at number one, something only a handful of artists have ever done. 'Castle on the Hill' was the nostalgic B-side to 'Shape of You's gym-playlist energy — a song about growing up in Framlingham, Suffolk, and the friends he left behind.

**Harry Styles — 'Sign of the Times'** — 1 week. His solo debut after One Direction went on hiatus. A six-minute piano ballad that sounded like a lost 70s rock epic. Critics loved it. Radio wasn't sure what to do with it. It went to number one anyway.

**Luis Fonsi & Daddy Yankee feat. Justin Bieber — 'Despacito'** — 11 weeks. The remix dropped in April and by May it was unstoppable. It became the first Spanish-language song to top the UK charts since 'La Bamba' in 1987. At its peak, it was streaming 15 million times a week globally.

**DJ Khaled feat. Justin Bieber, Quavo, Chance the Rapper & Lil Wayne — 'I'm the One'** — 1 week. A supergroup of features that felt more like a flex than a song. Still, it gave DJ Khaled his first UK number one.

**Jason Derulo feat. Nicki Minaj & Ty Dolla $ign — 'Swalla'** — 1 week. Pure pop confection. In and out.

**Rita Ora — 'Your Song'** — 1 week. A return to form after a few quiet years. Simple, effective, and the first of several 2017 hits that sounded like they were written for a car advert.

**Calvin Harris feat. Pharrell Williams, Katy Perry & Big Sean — 'Feels'** — 1 week. A disco-tinged summer jam that somehow made Katy Perry sound cool again.

**P!nk — 'What About Us'** — 1 week. A political ballad that P!nk wrote in response to the Trump era. 'We are problems that stay / I'm a child that just plays.' It hit harder than its chart position suggests.

**Sam Smith — 'Too Good at Goodbyes'** — 1 week. Sam Smith's return after a three-year gap. It was safe, it was polished, and it went straight in at number one.

**Post Malone feat. 21 Savage — 'Rockstar'** — 3 weeks. The song that turned Post Malone from a meme into a superstar. A slow, druggy, Auto-Tuned anthem about the emptiness of fame. It was the sound of 2017's late nights.

**Camila Cabello feat. Young Thug — 'Havana'** — 5 weeks. The breakout moment. Camila left Fifth Dimension (sorry, Fifth Harmony) and 'Havana' became the song of the autumn. That piano riff. That trumpet. Young Thug's weirdly perfect ad-libs. It was the year's most charming number one.

**Taylor Swift — 'Look What You Made Me Do'** — 2 weeks. Taylor went full villain era. The video was a masterpiece of self-aware camp. The song was a growl. The old Taylor couldn't come to the phone right now. Why? Because she was busy selling a million albums in a week.

**Ed Sheeran — 'Perfect'** — 6 weeks. The Christmas number one. A wedding song that became the year's slow-burn hit. It was released in March as an album track, re-released as a single in September, and by December it was the song every couple walked down the aisle to.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

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

**Dua Lipa — 'New Rules'** peaked at number one, but it earned its place here because of what it represented. A British-Albanian singer from London who'd been plugging away since she was 15, Dua Lipa turned 'New Rules' into a global movement. The video — three women in a hotel room, a set of rules, zero male gaze — became a template. Every girl's night out had this song on the pre-drinks playlist.

**Kendrick Lamar — 'Humble'** peaked at number six. It should have been number one. The video alone — Kendrick in a pope hat, Kendrick in a suit of light, Kendrick sitting on a chair while a pastor preaches — was the most talked-about music video of the year. 'Sit down, be humble' became a meme, a mantra, and a warning shot all at once.

**Rag'n'Bone Man — 'Human'** peaked at number two. Rory Graham from Uckfield, East Sussex, with a voice like a bass amp through a cathedral. 'Human' was the kind of song that made you stop scrolling. It sold over a million copies in the UK and won the Brits Critics' Choice award before the album was even out.

**Liam Payne feat. Quavo — 'Strip That Down'** peaked at number three. The first solo single from the second One Direction member to go it alone. It was fine. It was safe. It sounded like it was designed by committee. But it worked.

**Maggie Lindemann — 'Pretty Girl'** peaked at number eight. A song that started as a cheery pop tune about being a 'pretty girl' and then got remixed into something darker and more honest. The acoustic version hit harder. 'Am I pretty? Am I pretty? Am I pretty, pretty, pretty?' — the question every teenage girl in 2017 was asking social media.

**Luis Fonsi & Daddy Yankee — 'Despacito' (original)** peaked at number one, but the original version — without Justin Bieber — deserves its own mention. It was already a massive hit across Latin America and Spain before the remix. The original is slower, sexier, and doesn't have Bieber's slightly awkward Spanish verse. Both versions are great. But the original is the real one.

**Jax Jones feat. Demi Lovato & Stefflon Don — 'Instruction'** peaked at number 13. A house track with a brass section and Demi Lovato shouting 'Dip it in the dust!' over a four-on-the-floor beat. It was the sound of a British summer night.

**French Montana feat. Swae Lee — 'Unforgettable'** peaked at number two. A song that took a year to climb. Released in April, it didn't peak until September. Swae Lee's chorus — 'I'm tryna put you in the best mood, ah' — was the most effortlessly catchy hook of the year.

**Zedd & Alessia Cara — 'Stay'** peaked at number eight. A two-and-a-half-minute pop song about wanting someone to stay the night. Alessia Cara's voice, Zedd's production, and a chorus that hit like a sugar rush.

**Kygo feat. Selena Gomez — 'It Ain't Me'** peaked at number seven. Tropical house was on its way out, but Kygo and Selena gave it one last perfect moment. The video — a woman cycling through memories of a relationship that fell apart because of drinking — was devastating.

**Charlie Puth — 'Attention'** peaked at number nine. The song where Charlie Puth stopped being the 'See You Again' guy and started being the 'I know you want my attention' guy. It was petty, it was fun, and it had a bassline that wouldn't quit.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **Ed Sheeran — ÷ (Divide)**
The biggest album of the year in the UK by a colossal margin. Over 670,000 copies in its first week alone. It had the pop banger ('Shape of You'), the nostalgic single ('Castle on the Hill'), the wedding staple ('Perfect'), and the Irish folk jam ('Galway Girl') that became a surprise hit. Critics were lukewarm — 'too safe,' they said — but the public didn't care. This was the album that made Ed Sheeran a global brand, not just a singer-songwriter.

**Kendrick Lamar — DAMN.**
The album that won the Pulitzer Prize for Music. The first non-jazz, non-classical album to do so. 'DNA.' is three minutes of pure rage. 'Humble' is a masterclass in restraint. 'LOVE.' with Zacari is the closest Kendrick's ever come to a straight love song. And 'DUCKWORTH.' — the closing track — tells the story of how Top Dawg Entertainment's CEO once almost robbed a KFC where Kendrick's father was working. It's the most unlikely origin story in hip-hop.

**Lorde — Melodrama**
A breakup album that doesn't wallow — it throws a party. Lorde was 20 when she wrote it, and you can hear her figuring out adulthood in real time. 'Green Light' is the sound of dancing through a hangover. 'Liability' is the sound of realising you're too much for people. 'Perfect Places' is the sound of looking for meaning in a bottle. Jack Antonoff's production is all over it, and it's the best thing he's ever done.

**Dua Lipa — Dua Lipa**
The debut that kept giving. Released in June, it didn't really take off until 'New Rules' became a hit in August. Then it just kept spinning off singles — 'IDGAF,' 'Be the One,' 'Hotter Than Hell.' Dua Lipa wasn't an overnight success; she'd been working since she was a teenager, posting covers on YouTube, grinding. This album was the payoff.

**Harry Styles — Harry Styles**
The riskiest solo debut from a One Direction member. Harry could have gone full pop. Instead he went full rock — 'Sign of the Times' was a six-minute piano ballad, 'Kiwi' was a glam-rock stomper, 'Sweet Creature' was an acoustic folk song. It felt like an album made by someone who'd been listening to a lot of David Bowie and Fleetwood Mac. It worked.

**Sampha — Process**
The Mercury Prize winner. Sampha Sisay had been a secret weapon for years — his voice appears on tracks by Drake, Kanye West, Solange, Frank Ocean. 'Process' was his debut album, and it was about his mother's death from cancer. 'Too Much' is the sound of grief pressing down on your chest. '(No One Knows Me) Like the Piano' is about the only constant in his life. It's a quiet, devastating masterpiece.

**SZA — Ctrl**
The debut album that redefined R&B for the streaming era. SZA sang about insecurity, jealousy, bad sex, and the terror of being seen. 'Love Galore' with Travis Scott. 'The Weekend' — a song about sharing a man that became an anthem for women who'd been there. 'Drew Barrymore' — a song about feeling ugly at a party. Ctrl was messy, honest, and brilliant.

**Jay-Z — 4:44**
Jay-Z's 13th album and his most personal. He apologises to Beyoncé for the cheating. He talks about his mother coming out as lesbian. He raps about therapy, about financial literacy, about being a black man in America. The title track is built around a sample of Hannah Williams' 'Late Nights and Heartbreak.' It's the sound of a 47-year-old man finally growing up in public.

**Mount Eerie — A Crow Looked at Me**
I'm putting this here because it's the most important album of 2017 that nobody had on their playlist. Phil Elverum's wife Geneviève died of pancreatic cancer in July 2016, leaving him with their infant daughter. He recorded this album in her studio, using her instruments, writing about the mundane horror of her absence. 'Death is real. Someone's there and then they're not. And it's not for singing about. It's not for making into art.' And then he made it into art anyway. You will never be the same after listening to it.

**Taylor Swift — Reputation**
The album where Taylor Swift stopped trying to be America's sweetheart. 'Look What You Made Me Do' announced the new era: snakes, darkness, revenge. The album itself was more nuanced — 'Delicate' is the best song she'd written since 'All Too Well,' and 'New Year's Day' is a quiet piano ballad about the morning after the party. But the narrative had already been set. Taylor was the villain now, and she was selling it.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        **Kendrick Lamar — 'Humble'**

Peaked at number six. Should have been number one.

Here's the thing about 'Humble': it's not even the best song on DAMN. 'DNA.' is more explosive. 'FEAR.' is deeper. But 'Humble' was the moment Kendrick Lamar became a mainstream force without sacrificing a single ounce of his integrity. The video, directed by Dave Meyers and the Little Homies, is a series of biblical and pop-cultural tableaux — Kendrick as the Pope, Kendrick as a televangelist, Kendrick covered in dollar bills, Kendrick blindfolded in a suit of light. It's the most visually ambitious rap video since 'Alright.'

And it peaked at number six. Behind 'Rockabye.' Behind 'Swalla.' Behind a Jason Derulo song.

The charts in 2017 were dominated by streaming, and streaming was dominated by playlists. 'Humble' was a song you sought out, not one that got fed to you by an algorithm. It didn't fit the 'chill vibes' or 'today's top hits' mould. It was too angry, too weird, too black.

But here's the thing about songs that get away: they matter more in the long run. Nobody's going to be writing about 'Swalla' in ten years. They'll be writing about 'Humble.'

'Sit down, be humble.' He wasn't talking to us. He was talking to the industry.

      

        THE SOUND OF 2017

        If 2017 had a sound, it was the sound of walls coming down.

Latin pop broke through in a way it never had before. 'Despacito' wasn't just a hit — it was a paradigm shift. Suddenly every pop star wanted a reggaeton beat. 'Havana' had a trumpet. 'Mi Gente' by J Balvin and Willy William became a global hit. The sound of Puerto Rico, Colombia, and Cuba became the sound of the world.

But that's only part of the story.

2017 was also the year hip-hop stopped being a genre and started being the default. Kendrick, Drake, Post Malone, Migos, Cardi B — rap was the dominant force in pop culture. Even the pop songs had rap features. Even the rock songs had trap beats. The 808 drum machine, invented in 1980, had its biggest year ever.

And it was the year of the solo debut. Harry Styles, Dua Lipa, Camila Cabello, Liam Payne, Zayn (technically 2016, but his album was 2017) — the boy band and girl group breakup era was in full swing. Some of them made art. Some of them made product. The market decided which was which.

It was the year of the female pop star taking control. Taylor Swift went full villain. Lorde made a masterpiece about being alone in a crowd. SZA made an album about being messy and human. Dua Lipa made rules. Pink got political. Selena Gomez got real.

And it was the year of grief. Sampha's 'Process' was about losing his mother. Mount Eerie's 'A Crow Looked at Me' was about losing his wife. The Manchester bombing put grief on the front pages. Grenfell put it on the news. 2017 was a year that asked us to hold a lot.

The sound of 2017 wasn't one thing. It was a thousand things, all happening at once, all fighting for space. And somehow, they all found it.

      

        BRITAIN IN 2017

        Britain in 2017 was a country holding its breath and then realising it had forgotten how to exhale.

**Politics.** Theresa May called a snap election in April, confident she'd increase her majority. She ended up losing it, forced into a confidence-and-supply deal with the DUP. Brexit negotiations officially began in March, and by December the government had already been defeated in Parliament over the withdrawal agreement. The word 'omnishambles' got a workout.

**Manchester.** May 22. Twenty-two people killed at the Manchester Arena as they left an Ariana Grande concert. Most of them were young — children, teenagers, parents picking up their kids. The youngest was eight years old. The response was extraordinary: the One Love Manchester concert at Old Trafford on June 4 raised millions and featured Ariana Grande returning to the stage just two weeks after the attack, crying through 'Get Well Soon.' Liam Gallagher showed up. So did Coldplay, Justin Bieber, Katy Perry, Robbie Williams. It was the most British thing imaginable — a defiant singalong in the face of horror.

**Grenfell.** June 14. A fire in a 24-storey tower block in North Kensington killed 72 people. The cladding on the building had been installed as part of a renovation that prioritised aesthetics over safety. The residents had been warning about fire risks for years. The government ignored them. The council ignored them. The management company ignored them. 72 people died. The silence that followed was louder than any song.

**Culture.** 'Get Out' was the film of the year — Jordan Peele's horror masterpiece about race in America that somehow also worked as a straight-up thriller. 'Dunkirk' was Christopher Nolan's tense, almost wordless war epic. 'Lady Bird' was Greta Gerwig's love letter to Sacramento and complicated mothers. 'Coco' made everyone cry. On TV, 'The Handmaid's Tale' arrived and felt less like dystopian fiction and more like a warning. 'Stranger Things 2' was the biggest show on Netflix. 'Blue Planet II' returned and David Attenborough made us all terrified about plastic in the ocean.

**Tech.** The iPhone X launched with Face ID and a notch that every phone manufacturer would copy for the next five years. Netflix hit 100 million subscribers. Fortnite launched its Battle Royale mode in September and the world started to disappear into it.

**Loss.** George Michael died on Christmas Day 2016, but 2017 was the year we felt it — the tributes, the reissues, the realisation that we'd never get another 'Freedom! '90.' Chris Cornell died in May. Chester Bennington died in July, on what would have been Chris Cornell's 49th birthday. Linkin Park's 'One More Light' became an unintentional epitaph. The world of rock lost two of its most distinctive voices in the space of two months.

**The mood.** 2017 was the year the post-referendum hangover set in. The optimism of 'we'll be fine' gave way to 'what have we done?' The country was divided, grieving, angry, and confused. And through it all, the music played on.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        **Number ones:** 17
**Longest-running number one:** Ed Sheeran — 'Shape of You' (14 weeks)
**Longest-running foreign language number one ever:** Luis Fonsi & Daddy Yankee feat. Justin Bieber — 'Despacito' (11 weeks)
**Biggest-selling single:** Ed Sheeran — 'Shape of You' (2.5 million+ UK sales, 14 million globally)
**Biggest-selling album:** Ed Sheeran — ÷ (Divide) (over 670,000 first-week UK sales, 4 million+ globally by year end)
**Most streamed song on Spotify globally:** Luis Fonsi & Daddy Yankee — 'Despacito' (1.47 billion streams by year end)
**Mercury Prize winner:** Sampha — 'Process'
**Brit Awards winners:** David Bowie (British Male, British Album for Blackstar), Adele (Global Success), Little Mix (British Group), Rag'n'Bone Man (Critics' Choice, British Breakthrough)
**Pulitzer Prize for Music:** Kendrick Lamar — DAMN. (first non-classical, non-jazz winner)
**Glastonbury headliners:** Radiohead, Foo Fighters, Ed Sheeran
**Manchester Arena bombing:** 22 killed, 139 injured — May 22
**Grenfell Tower fire:** 72 killed — June 14
**UK general election:** June 8 — hung parliament
**iPhone X price at launch:** £999
**Netflix UK subscribers:** 5 million+

      

        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.
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Contact mark@ukmusicarchive.com
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