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        WELCOME TO 2021

        Let's be honest: 2021 was weird. Not 2020 weird — we weren't clapping for carers on doorsteps or panic-buying pasta. But weird in its own way. The vaccines were rolling out, pubs were reopening, and everyone was trying to remember how to be around other humans without flinching.

And the music? It was a mess in the best way. A 17-year-old from California kicked off the year sobbing about a driving test and broke every record in sight. A gay black man from Atlanta made a video so outrageous that Satanists had to issue a statement. Adele came back after six years and made the entire country cry on command. Ed Sheeran did his Ed Sheeran thing for 11 weeks straight. A sea shanty about whaling went viral. ABBA came back after 40 years. And somewhere in the middle of all that, we started going to gigs again.

2021 was the year music remembered how to be fun. It was messy, chaotic, occasionally cringe — but after 2020, that's exactly what we needed.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 2021

        Twelve different songs hit the top spot in 2021. Here's who ruled:

**Olivia Rodrigo — 'Drivers License.'** 9 weeks. Dropped in January and immediately became the song of the year. A heartbreak ballad written by a teenager that had grown adults sobbing in their cars. The longest-running debut single by a female artist in UK chart history.

**Ed Sheeran — 'Bad Habits.'** 11 weeks. The longest run of the year. A neon-lit pop banger about making terrible decisions. Came with a vampire music video that everyone pretended was cool.

**Lil Nas X — 'Montero (Call Me By Your Name).'** 5 weeks. The most talked-about song of the year, and not just because of the chart position. The video — with lap-dancing devils and a stripper pole to hell — sparked a culture war that lasted months. It worked.

**Olivia Rodrigo — 'Good 4 U.'** 5 weeks. The Paramore-indebted pop-punk follow-up that proved she wasn't a one-trick pony. Hit number one in May and stayed there through June.

**Adele — 'Easy on Me.'** 7 weeks. Released in October after six years of silence. The piano starts, she takes a breath, and the nation collectively lost it. Broke the record for most streams in a single day on Spotify.

**Ed Sheeran — 'Shivers.'** 4 weeks. The second single from '=' — a synth-pop love song that felt like a warm hug.

**Tion Wayne & Russ Millions — 'Body.'** 3 weeks. UK drill's first number one. A moment for the scene that proved drill had fully crossed into the mainstream.

**Ed Sheeran & Elton John — 'Merry Christmas.'** 3 weeks. A festive collaboration between two generations of British pop royalty. Exactly as safe as it sounds.

**Nathan Evans / 220 Kid / Billen Ted — 'Wellerman.'** 2 weeks. A TikTok sea shanty. Yes, really. A Scottish postman singing about 19th-century whaling became a genuine number one single in 2021. We were that bored.

**Elton John & Dua Lipa — 'Cold Heart (Pnau Remix).'** 1 week. A remix that somehow made two of the biggest names in pop sound fresh. Elton, 74, having his first number one of the 2020s.

**LadBaby feat. Ed Sheeran & Elton John — 'Sausage Rolls for Everyone.'** 1 week. The Christmas number one. A charity single about sausage rolls. Fourth year running for LadBaby. You know the drill by now.

**Wham! — 'Last Christmas.'** 1 week. Finally, after 37 years, it hit number one. A Christmas miracle, 2020 lockdown nostalgia, and a perfectly timed re-release.

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

        The number ones tell one story. The rest of the chart tells another.

**Doja Cat feat. SZA — 'Kiss Me More.'** Peaked at number 3. The song of the summer that never quite got its moment because summer 2021 was still a bit of a question mark. Doja was unstoppable this year — 'Planet Her' was packed with hits.

**The Weeknd — 'Save Your Tears.'** Peaked at number 2. Still riding the 'After Hours' wave from 2020. This song had been out for months but got a second wind thanks to the Ariana Grande remix. The Weeknd was basically a permanent fixture in the top 10 for two years straight.

**Dua Lipa — 'Levitating.'** Peaked at number 5. The song that refused to die. Originally released in 2020, it was still charting deep into 2021. The DaBaby version got pulled after his homophobic comments, but the song itself was too big to stop.

**Dave feat. Stormzy — 'Clash.'** Peaked at number 2. Two giants of UK rap finally on a track together. It felt like a coronation — Dave's 'We're All Alone in This Together' was one of the year's biggest albums, and this was its flagship moment.

**Silk Sonic — 'Leave the Door Open.'** Peaked at number 20 in the UK (number 1 in the US). Bruno Mars and Anderson .Paak forming a 70s soul supergroup was the collaboration nobody knew they needed. Smooth, ridiculous, and absolutely perfect.

**ABBA — 'Don't Shut Me Down.'** Peaked at number 9. After 40 years, ABBA returned. The songs were good — not vintage ABBA, but good. The real story was the hologram tour they announced. ABBAtars. A whole venue built just for them. Only in 2021.

**Central Cee — 'Obsessed With You.'** Peaked at number 4. The West London rapper was building momentum all year. 'Daily Duppy' and 'Little Bit of This' kept him bubbling under before he properly exploded in 2022.

**BTS — 'Butter.'** Peaked at number 3. The K-pop machine kept rolling. 'Butter' was their second English-language single and it was everywhere — radio, TikTok, your mum's Facebook feed. The BTS army was unstoppable.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **Olivia Rodrigo — 'Sour.'** Released May 21. The debut album that defined the year for Gen Z. Every song was a diary entry set to a different genre — pop-punk, ballad, alt-rock. 'Drivers License' was the hit, but 'Deja Vu,' 'Brutal,' and 'Enough for You' showed real range. Sold 60,000 copies in its first week in the UK alone.

**Adele — '30.'** Released November 19. The divorce album. The therapy album. The 'this is what six years sounds like' album. 'Easy on Me' was the obvious single, but 'I Drink Wine' and 'To Be Loved' were the gut-punches. She sat down with Oprah, cried on TV, and sold a million copies in the UK in under a month.

**Ed Sheeran — '=' (Equals).** Released October 29. His fourth number one album. 'Bad Habits' and 'Shivers' were the big singles, but the album itself was classic Sheeran — a bit of folk, a bit of pop, a lot of sentimentality. Critics were lukewarm. The public didn't care.

**Lil Nas X — 'Montero.'** Released September 17. The debut album that proved he wasn't a one-hit wonder. 'Industry Baby' with Jack Harlow was a stadium anthem. 'That's What I Want' was a queer love song that could have been a Springsteen track. The rollout was a masterclass in marketing — right down to the $1,000 Satan-themed Nike sneakers that got him sued.

**Doja Cat — 'Planet Her.'** Released June 25. A genre-hopping pop-R&B album that cemented her as one of the most versatile artists working. 'Woman,' 'Kiss Me More,' 'Need to Know' — three different sounds, all hits.

**Tyler, the Creator — 'Call Me If You Get Lost.'** Released June 25. His second consecutive masterpiece after 'Igor.' A rap album that felt like a luxury vacation — DJ Drama ad-libs, jazz samples, and Tyler at his most confident. Won Best Rap Album at the Grammys.

**Kanye West — 'Donda.'** Released August 29. The album that took forever. Multiple listening events, a stadium full of people in matching masks, a divorce from Kim Kardashian playing out in real time. The album itself was bloated and brilliant in equal measure — 27 tracks, gospel choirs, and some of the best production of his career.

**Taylor Swift — 'Red (Taylor's Version).'** Released November 12. The first major salvo in her re-recording war. 'All Too Well (10 Minute Version)' broke the internet. The 10-minute version of a song fans had been obsessing over for years — and it was worth every second. The short film she directed with Sadie Sink and Dylan O'Brien was genuinely good.

**Japanese Breakfast — 'Jubilee.'** Released June 4. The indie album of the year. Michelle Zauner's third album was a deliberate turn toward joy after two albums of grief. 'Be Sweet' was the perfect power-pop single. 'Paprika' was pure euphoria. A small album that meant everything to the people who found it.

**Silk Sonic — 'An Evening with Silk Sonic.'** Released November 12. Only nine tracks, 31 minutes. A love letter to 70s soul that was over before you wanted it to be. 'Leave the Door Open,' 'Smokin Out the Window,' 'Skate' — every song sounded like it had been dusted off from a forgotten Motown vault.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        **Nathan Evans — 'Wellerman.'**

A Scottish postman. A sea shanty. A TikTok trend. And somehow, a genuine UK number one single.

'Wellerman' was the song that shouldn't have worked. It was about 19th-century whalers waiting for supply ships. It had lyrics like 'the ship was battered and torn.' It was sung by a guy who'd been posting folk songs from his living room for fun.

And yet — in January 2021, when we were all stuck inside again, staring at the same four walls — a bunch of strangers harmonising about the sea on TikTok was exactly what we needed. The 'ShantyTok' trend exploded. Everyone was doing it. Your nan was doing it. Your boss was doing it.

Nathan Evans got signed. The remix with 220 Kid and Billen Ted turned it into a dance track. It hit number one in March. Two weeks at the top. A sea shanty about whaling was the third-biggest song in the country.

And then it vanished. Just like that. The trend moved on. Nathan went back to making folk music. 'Wellerman' became a trivia question — 'remember when that sea shanty was number one?'

It was the perfect 2021 song. A moment of collective silliness that made us all feel a bit less alone. It didn't last. But for two weeks in March, a postman from Scotland was the biggest pop star in Britain. And that's beautiful.

      

        THE SOUND OF 2021

        If 2020 was the year we stayed inside and listened to sad music, 2021 was the year we tentatively started dancing again.

**TikTok owned the charts.** 'Wellerman,' 'Body,' 'Obsessed With You' — all of them blew up on the app first. The algorithm decided what was popular, not radio. A sea shanty, a drill track, and a pop-punk breakup song all coexisted because TikTok said so.

**Drill went mainstream.** Tion Wayne and Russ Millions taking 'Body' to number one was a watershed moment. UK drill had been demonised by the government, banned from radio, blamed for knife crime. And then it produced the biggest song in the country. The genre wasn't going away.

**Legacy acts cashed in.** ABBA returned. Elton John had a number one with Dua Lipa. The Beatles had a number one with 'Now and Then'... wait, that was 2023. But you get the point. 2021 was the year old guard proved they could still move units. Adele, Ed Sheeran, Taylor Swift — the streaming era's biggest stars were all established names.

**Queer pop had its biggest year.** Lil Nas X was unapologetically himself and it made him the most talked-about artist on the planet. Olivia Rodrigo wrote heartbreak songs for teenage girls and they became anthems for everyone. Tyler, the Creator rapped about his boyfriend. The charts were more diverse than they'd ever been.

**And vinyl outsold CDs for the first time since the 1980s.** People wanted something physical. Something they could hold. After a year of staring at screens, holding a record felt like a small act of rebellion.

      

        BRITAIN IN 2021

        It was a year of whiplash.

January started in lockdown. Schools closed. The 'Stay Home' message was back. But by spring, the vaccine rollout was genuinely impressive — 30 million people had their first jab by May. Pubs reopened in April. You could hug your mates again (carefully). By July, 'Freedom Day' arrived and masks became optional, even though nobody was quite sure if that was a good idea.

**January 6** — A mob stormed the US Capitol. The world watched in disbelief. It wasn't Britain, but it felt like it happened to all of us.

**March 23** — The Ever Given got stuck in the Suez Canal. A 400-metre container ship blocking one of the world's busiest trade routes. For six days, the internet made jokes while global supply chains quietly panicked.

**April 9** — Prince Philip died, aged 99. The Duke of Edinburgh, the Queen's husband of 73 years. The funeral was a Covid-restricted affair — 30 mourners, spaced apart, the image of the Queen sitting alone in St George's Chapel.

**July 11** — England reached the Euro 2020 final (played a year late, because of course). The nation held its breath. Harry Kane, Raheem Sterling, Bukayo Saka — it felt like it was coming home. And then it didn't. Italy won on penalties. Saka missed the decisive kick. The abuse he received afterwards was a grim reminder that some parts of Britain hadn't changed at all.

**November** — COP26 in Glasgow. The world's leaders came to Scotland to talk about climate change. Greta Thunberg called it 'blah blah blah.' Activists marched. Promises were made. Whether they'll be kept is another question.

**On the screens:** 'Squid Game' was the biggest thing on Netflix — green tracksuits, red light green light, and a level of violence that made you feel slightly guilty for enjoying it. 'Dune' was the sci-fi event of the year — Denis Villeneuve's sandworm epic that made everyone want to live on Arrakis. 'Spider-Man: No Way Home' broke the box office with three Spider-Men and a million cameos. 'Don't Look Up' was the climate change satire that was too on the nose for its own good.

**And in the margins:** NFTs happened. Bored Apes. Crypto bros. People paying millions for JPEGs of cartoon monkeys. It made no sense then. It makes even less sense now.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 12
Longest-running number one: Ed Sheeran — 'Bad Habits' (11 weeks)
Biggest-selling single: Adele — 'Easy on Me' (over 1.5 million UK sales)
Most weeks in top 10: Olivia Rodrigo — 'Drivers License' (16 weeks in top 10)
Vinyl sales: 5 million albums sold on vinyl — highest since 1990
Streaming: 147 billion audio streams in the UK — up 8% from 2020
Christmas number one: LadBaby feat. Ed Sheeran & Elton John — 'Sausage Rolls for Everyone'

      

        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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