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        WELCOME TO 2020

        Let's be honest: nobody knew what they were doing in 2020. The year started with Australia on fire — bushfires that killed a billion animals and turned Sydney's sky the colour of rust. Then Kobe Bryant died in a helicopter crash in January, and it felt like the universe was warming up for something worse.

By March, we were all at home. COVID-19 shut the country down. Concerts vanished overnight. Glastonbury cancelled for the first time in its history. The music industry — already a precarious ecosystem of touring, merch, and festival fees — suddenly had nothing but streaming numbers to cling to.

And yet. The Weeknd's 'Blinding Lights' became the biggest song of the year by a margin that felt almost unfair — eight weeks at number one, over a million UK sales, and it barely left the top 40 for the entire year. Dua Lipa dropped 'Future Nostalgia' in March, right as lockdown began, and somehow an album about dancing through heartbreak became the soundtrack to dancing in your kitchen. Taylor Swift, who'd spent years as pop's biggest machine, went quiet, then surprise-dropped 'folklore' in July — an indie-folk album made entirely in lockdown with Aaron Dessner of The National. It was her most human work in years.

The music didn't stop — it just moved into our living rooms. And honestly? Some of it was the best work these artists had ever done.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 2020

        Seventeen songs hit number one in 2020, but one of them dominated like nothing else. The Weeknd's 'Blinding Lights' spent eight weeks at the top — the longest run of the year — and became the first song in chart history to spend a full 52 weeks inside the top 10. It was the soundtrack to every TikTok edit, every lockdown montage, every Thursday night clap for the NHS.

Dua Lipa's 'Don't Start Now' kicked off the year with a week at number one in January, setting the stage for 'Future Nostalgia''s March release. Lady Gaga and Ariana Grande's 'Rain on Me' — a disco-pop banger about crying on the dance floor — spent a week at the top in June. Cardi B and Megan Thee Stallion's 'WAP' crashed in at number one in September, sparking the kind of moral panic that hadn't been seen since 'Relax' in the 80s. It was filthy, unapologetic, and brilliant.

Ariana Grande returned with 'Positions' in November — a week at number one, her fifth UK chart-topper. And then there was the Christmas number one: LadBaby's 'Don't Stop Me Eatin',' a sausage-roll parody of the Foo Fighters' 'Learn to Fly.' It was his third consecutive Christmas number one, all for the Trussell Trust food bank charity. Say what you want about the song — the man raised over a million pounds for people who couldn't afford food during a pandemic.

Other number ones included Joel Corry's 'Head & Heart' (featuring MNEK), which spent six weeks at the top in the summer — the year's biggest dance track. And BTS's 'Dynamite' became the first all-South Korean number one in UK chart history, spending a week at the summit in September.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

        The charts in 2020 were weirdly stacked. Usually there's a clear divide between the big pop hits and everything else, but lockdown listening habits blurred the lines.

Harry Styles' 'Watermelon Sugar' peaked at number four but felt like a number one — a woozy, 70s-tinged summer jam that became the unofficial anthem of a summer that barely happened. The video, all grainy Super 8 and beach parties, was a reminder of what we couldn't do.

Miley Cyrus reinvented herself again with 'Midnight Sky' — a rock-disco hybrid that sampled Stevie Nicks' 'Edge of Seventeen' and hit number five. It was her best single in years, and she knew it.

Taylor Swift's 'Cardigan' debuted at number six, the lead single from 'folklore.' It was the first song she'd ever written about a love triangle from three different perspectives — and it was the quietest number six you'll ever hear, a piano ballad that somehow competed with dance tracks.

Joel Corry's 'Head & Heart' was the sleeper hit of the year. It climbed slowly, spent six weeks at number one, and became the soundtrack to every socially-distanced park hangout. MNEK's vocal — a last-minute addition after the original singer pulled out — made the song.

And then there was 'WAP.' Cardi B and Megan Thee Stallion's collaboration hit number one and stayed in the conversation for months — not just for its explicit lyrics, but because it was genuinely funny, genuinely good, and genuinely pissed off the right people.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **The Weeknd — 'After Hours.'** Released March 20, the same week the UK went into lockdown. Abel Tesfaye had been making dark, druggy R&B for years, but 'After Hours' was his masterpiece — a neon-noir concept album about a man unraveling in Las Vegas. 'Blinding Lights' was the hit, but 'Save Your Tears' and 'Heartless' were just as good. It sold 400,000 copies in its first week in the US alone.

**Dua Lipa — 'Future Nostalgia.'** Dropped March 27, right as we all needed something to dance to. Dua had spent years being called "polite pop" — this album shut that up. 'Don't Start Now,' 'Physical,' 'Levitating' — three singles, all bangers. She produced it with Ian Kirkpatrick and Koz, and the whole thing was a love letter to 80s disco that never felt like a pastiche.

**Taylor Swift — 'folklore.'** The surprise album of the year. Announced the morning of its release, July 24. Taylor had spent the first months of lockdown writing with Aaron Dessner (The National) and her long-time collaborator Jack Antonoff. The result was a stripped-back, fictional story album about a love triangle, a teenage summer, and a woman named Betty. No pop hooks. No radio singles. Just 16 songs that sounded like she'd finally stopped trying to prove anything.

**Fiona Apple — 'Fetch the Bolt Cutters.'** Eight years since her last album. Recorded in her home in Venice Beach with her dogs barking in the background. It won Best Alternative Music Album at the Grammys and was called "a masterpiece" by basically everyone. The title track was recorded in one take, with Apple banging on walls and using household objects as percussion. It sounded like nothing else released that year.

**Run the Jewels — 'RTJ4.'** Released June 3, right in the middle of the George Floyd protests. Killer Mike and El-P dropped it for free — no paywall, no streaming exclusivity. 'Walking in the Snow' was the track that stopped everyone cold: a harrowing account of police brutality written years before the protests. It was the right album at the right moment.

**Bob Dylan — 'Rough and Rowdy Ways.'** His first album of original songs in eight years. The 17-minute 'Murder Most Foul' — about the JFK assassination — was released as a surprise single in March, right as the world went into lockdown. It was Dylan at his most Dylan: cryptic, sprawling, and completely uninterested in what anyone thought.

**Phoebe Bridgers — 'Punisher.'** The album that turned an LA indie kid into a Grammy-nominated star. 'Kyoto' was the single — a horn-driven, sarcastic road trip song about hating tour while on tour. 'I Know the End' was the closer: a folk song that built into a screaming, apocalyptic climax. It was the sound of 2020's anxiety distilled into four minutes.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        Harry Styles' 'Watermelon Sugar' peaked at number four in the UK, and it's still baffling. The song was everywhere — TikTok, radio, every lockdown Zoom party. It had the 70s soft-rock swagger of Harry's 'Fine Line' album, a chorus that felt like summer in a bottle, and a video that was basically a food commercial for fruit. It should have been a number one.

But 2020 belonged to the Weeknd. 'Blinding Lights' was immovable — it sat at number one for eight weeks and barely budged from the top 10 for the rest of the year. 'Watermelon Sugar' never had a chance. It hit number four in August and stayed there, blocked by 'Blinding Lights,' Joel Corry's 'Head & Heart,' and BTS's 'Dynamite.'

Harry didn't seem to mind. He won his first Grammy for it — Best Pop Solo Performance — and the song became his biggest hit. But in the UK, it's the one that got away. A number four that felt like a number one, in a year where the charts were frozen by a single, unstoppable song.

      

        THE SOUND OF 2020

        If 2020 had a sound, it was the sound of isolation. Not silence — the opposite. People listened to more music in 2020 than any year before. Spotify reported a 20% increase in global streams. Vinyl sales hit a 30-year high. People weren't just listening — they were clinging to music like a lifeline.

The Weeknd's 'Blinding Lights' was the year's defining track, but it wasn't a happy song. It's about a man driving through the night, unable to sleep, chasing a feeling he can't catch. In a year when none of us could sleep, it made sense.

Dua Lipa's 'Future Nostalgia' was the counterweight — pure, unapologetic joy. 'Physical' sampled the 80s original and turned it into something new. 'Levitating' was the song that made you forget, for three minutes, that the world was falling apart.

Taylor Swift's 'folklore' was the album you put on when you couldn't face the news. It captured being alone with your thoughts better than anything else that year. 'Exile,' her duet with Bon Iver, was about two people talking past each other — which, in a year of Zoom calls and muffled conversations, felt painfully familiar.

And then there was the sound of protest. Run the Jewels' 'RTJ4' was released for free on June 3, the same week protests erupted across the US after George Floyd's murder. 'Walking in the Snow' — written years earlier — described police violence with chilling prescience. 'Ooh La La' sampled a 1970s soul track and turned it into a rallying cry. Music has always been part of protest, but in 2020, it felt urgent in a way it hadn't in decades.

2020's sound wasn't one genre or one artist. It was people finding whatever they needed — comfort, anger, escape, hope — and pressing play.

      

        BRITAIN IN 2020

        January 31, 2020 — Brexit finally happened. After three years of arguments, delays, and a general election, the UK formally left the European Union at 11pm. There were no celebrations. Just a quiet sense of "well, that's that, then."

Six weeks later, everything changed. The first UK lockdown began March 23. Boris Johnson told the country to stay at home. The streets emptied. Supermarkets ran out of toilet paper and pasta. By April, Johnson himself was in intensive care with COVID-19.

Every Thursday at 8pm, people stood on their doorsteps and clapped for the NHS. It started as a spontaneous gesture and became a ritual. Some people played 'Blinding Lights' from their phones. Others banged pots and pans. It was the closest thing to community we had.

Tiger King dropped on Netflix in March and became the first great lockdown obsession. A seven-part documentary about a gay, gun-toting zookeeper in Oklahoma, a woman who may or may not have fed her husband to tigers, and a cast of characters so bizarre they felt like fiction. Everyone watched it. Everyone had opinions about Carole Baskin.

Normal People — the BBC adaptation of Sally Rooney's novel — aired in April and broke the internet. Paul Mescal and Daisy Edgar-Jones became stars overnight. The show's depiction of young love, awkward sex, and emotional vulnerability was so raw that people couldn't stop talking about it.

The Last Dance — ESPN's documentary about Michael Jordan's 1998 Chicago Bulls — aired in April and May. It was the perfect lockdown watch: ten episodes of the greatest basketball player ever, shot in real-time 20 years ago, with new interviews that revealed how ruthless he actually was. The "I took that personally" meme was born here.

George Floyd was killed on May 25. The video — a police officer kneeling on his neck for nine minutes — sparked protests across the UK and the world. In Bristol, protesters pulled down the statue of slave trader Edward Colston and threw it in the harbour. The Black Lives Matter movement became the largest protest movement in American history, and it changed the conversation in Britain too.

Zoom became a verb. Working from home became the norm. Among Us — a simple online game about finding an impostor on a spaceship — became the year's biggest gaming phenomenon, played by politicians, streamers, and bored teenagers alike.

And in November, Joe Biden defeated Donald Trump in the US presidential election. The world exhaled — cautiously.

2020 was the year that didn't end. It just kept going, month after month, each one stranger than the last.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 17
Longest-running number one: The Weeknd — 'Blinding Lights' (8 weeks)
Biggest-selling single: The Weeknd — 'Blinding Lights' (1.5 million+ UK sales)
Weeks 'Blinding Lights' spent in the top 10: 52 (a record)
UK lockdowns: 3 (March, November, January 2021)
Glastonbury cancellations: 1 (first time since 1945, excluding fallow years)
NHS claps: 10 weeks of Thursday night applause
Parasite Oscar wins: 4, including Best Picture — first non-English film to win
Billie Eilish Grammy wins: 5, including Record of the Year for 'bad guy'
BTS UK number ones: 1 ('Dynamite') — first all-South Korean act to top the UK chart
LadBaby Christmas number ones: 3 (2018, 2019, 2020)
Zoom daily users: 300 million (up from 10 million in December 2019)

      

        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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