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        WELCOME TO 2023

        Let's be honest — 2023 was a weird one. The world was still figuring out what "normal" meant after everything. AI was suddenly everywhere — ChatGPT launched in late 2022 and by spring 2023 everyone was using it to write emails, generate art with Midjourney, and panic about whether their job was about to disappear. The writers and actors in Hollywood went on strike for months. The King got crowned. A devastating earthquake hit Turkey and Syria. And somehow, in the middle of all that, music gave us one of the most chaotic, brilliant years in recent memory.

Taylor Swift's Eras Tour wasn't just a tour — it was a planetary event. The ticket sales crashed Ticketmaster. The shows lasted three and a half hours. The economic impact of a single Swift weekend in a city was comparable to the Super Bowl. And somehow, the song that became her biggest moment of the year wasn't even a new one — 'Cruel Summer,' a track from 2019's Lover, finally got its moment as a single four years late, because the fans willed it into existence.

Miley Cyrus came back with 'Flowers' and owned the entire first quarter of the year. Ten weeks at number one. A self-love anthem that hit exactly right for a generation exhausted by everything.

Dave and Central Cee dropped 'Sprinter' and it ran for ten weeks at number one too — the longest-running UK rap number one in history. Two British rappers from different scenes, different generations, making the biggest song of the summer.

And then there was Barbenheimer. July 21, 2023. Barbie and Oppenheimer on the same day. The internet broke. People showed up in pink suits to see a nuclear bomb movie. The Barbie soundtrack became a phenomenon of its own — Dua Lipa's 'Dance the Night,' Billie Eilish's 'What Was I Made For?,' Nicki Minaj and Ice Spice on 'Barbie World.' A movie about a plastic doll had one of the best film soundtracks of the decade.

2023 was the year music felt alive again. Not because everything was perfect — it wasn't. But because the songs mattered. People cared again.

      

        THE NUMBER ONES OF 2023

        Seventeen different songs reached the top spot in 2023. Here's who sat at the throne:

**Miley Cyrus — 'Flowers'** — 10 weeks. Dropped January 13th, and for the next two and a half months, nothing else stood a chance. It was the fastest-selling download of the decade at the time. The Bruno Mars co-write was a masterclass in pop craft — a song that felt both deeply personal and universally singable. The line "I can buy myself flowers" became a mantra.

**Dave & Central Cee — 'Sprinter'** — 10 weeks. Dropped June 1st and dominated the entire summer. Two of the biggest names in UK rap — Dave from South London's conscious lyricist scene, Central Cee from the drill world — coming together and making something that transcended both. The video had 20 million views in a week.

**Doja Cat — 'Paint the Town Red'** — 5 weeks. A sample of Dionne Warwick's 'Walk On By,' a devil-may-care attitude, and a Halloween-ready video. Doja spent 2023 deliberately trying to alienate her fanbase and somehow got bigger.

**Taylor Swift — 'Cruel Summer'** — 1 week. Finally. After four years of fans screaming the bridge at every show, Swift made it a single in August. It hit number one in October. The Eras Tour effect in full force.

**Kenya Grace — 'Strangers'** — 3 weeks. A bedroom-produced drum and bass track from a 24-year-old who wrote, recorded, and produced it herself. It captured UK dance music's resurgence in 2023 perfectly.

**Jack Harlow — 'Lovin on Me'** — 4 weeks. A throwback hip-hop track with a Cadillac-smooth sample of 'These Kisses.' Pure charisma.

**Wham! — 'Last Christmas'** — 1 week. The Christmas number one. Thirty-nine years after its original release, it finally got the top spot. George Michael's legacy, still reaching new peaks.

Other number ones: Calvin Harris & Ellie Goulding's 'Miracle' (2 weeks), David Guetta & Bebe Rexha's 'I'm Good (Blue)' (1 week), PinkPantheress & Ice Spice's 'Boy's a Liar Pt. 2' (1 week), Olivia Rodrigo's 'vampire' (1 week), Billie Eilish's 'What Was I Made For?' (1 week), Dua Lipa's 'Dance the Night' (1 week), Raye's 'Escapism' (1 week), SZA's 'Kill Bill' (1 week), and The Beatles' 'Now and Then' (1 week — the last Beatles song, finished with AI).

      

        THE OTHER BIG HITS

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

**SZA — 'Kill Bill'** spent most of the year in the top 10, peaking at number one in February. The SOS album was a phenomenon — R&B that wasn't afraid to be messy, petty, and brutally honest. 'Kill Bill' sampled the whistling from the actual Tarantino film and turned it into a murder fantasy about an ex. Dark, funny, and completely irresistible.

**Calvin Harris & Ellie Goulding — 'Miracle'** marked drum and bass's return to the mainstream. Calvin Harris, who spent years making EDM bangers, went back to his roots. Ellie Goulding's voice hadn't sounded this good in years. Two weeks at number one, but it felt like the song that opened the floodgates for the DnB revival.

**Raye — 'Escapism.'** The story of the year, really. Raye spent years trapped in a major label deal, unable to release her own music. She walked away, went independent, and 'Escapism' — a dark, pulsing track about drinking to forget — became her first number one. She followed it with 'My 21st Century Blues,' an album about trauma, survival, and reclaiming your voice. Seven Brit nominations. The Mercury Prize shortlist. A masterclass in what happens when you bet on yourself.

**Olivia Rodrigo — 'vampire'** kicked off the GUTS era with a piano ballad that builds into a screaming, cathartic rock finale. The album itself was a sophomore statement that proved she wasn't a one-album wonder — 'bad idea right?' and 'get him back!' showed she had range, humour, and a genuine love for pop-punk.

**PinkPantheress & Ice Spice — 'Boy's a Liar Pt. 2'** was a perfect collision of two internet-native artists. PinkPantheress's whispery UK garage production met Ice Spice's deadpan Bronx delivery. A song that felt like it was made on TikTok, for TikTok, but somehow transcended the platform.

**Tate McRae — 'greedy'** arrived in September and became the slow-burn hit of the autumn. A Canadian dancer who turned into a pop star, with a song that sounded like nothing else on the radio.

**Cassö, Raye & D-Block Europe — 'Prada'** was the surprise of the year. A drum and bass track that sampled a 2006 dancehall classic, it spent months climbing the chart and eventually peaked at number two. UK club culture bleeding into the mainstream.

**Noah Kahan — 'Stick Season'** was the folk revival nobody saw coming. A Vermont singer-songwriter whose album about small-town life and seasonal depression became a sleeper hit in the UK. The deluxe version, featuring collabs with Hozier and Post Malone, kept it in the charts all year.

      

        THE ALBUMS THAT MATTERED

        **Raye — 'My 21st Century Blues'** (February). The debut album that felt like a victory lap and a therapy session rolled into one. 'Escapism' was the hit, but 'The Thrill Is Gone,' 'Ice Cream Man,' and 'Hard Out Here' showed the depth. An album about surviving the music industry, sexual assault, addiction, and coming out the other side. The Mercury Prize nomination was deserved.

**Olivia Rodrigo — 'GUTS'** (September). The difficult second album, handled perfectly. Where SOUR was about heartbreak, GUTS was about the mess of being 20 — jealousy, insecurity, bad decisions, and the pressure of fame. 'all-american bitch' opened the album with a sardonic takedown of expectations. 'the grudge' was the best Taylor Swift song Taylor Swift never wrote.

**SZA — 'SOS'** (December 2022, but it dominated 2023). Twenty-three tracks, no filler. R&B, rock, hip-hop, folk — SZA refused to be boxed in. 'Kill Bill,' 'Snooze,' 'Nobody Gets Me' — three different sounds, all of them brilliant. The album spent weeks at number one in the US and never left the UK top 10.

**boygenius — 'the record'** (March). Phoebe Bridgers, Lucy Dacus, and Julien Baker — three of the most talented songwriters of their generation, coming together as a supergroup. The result was an album that felt like three friends having the time of their lives. 'Not Strong Enough' was the single, but the whole album was a masterclass in harmony and mutual respect.

**Paramore — 'This Is Why'** (February). Their first album in six years, and their best. After the drama of their previous albums — lineup changes, internal conflict — This Is Why found Paramore sounding looser, funnier, and more political than ever. The title track was a nervy, post-punk banger about the anxiety of returning to normal life after lockdown.

**Lana Del Rey — 'Did You Know That There's a Tunnel Under Ocean Blvd'** (March). Lana's ninth album, and somehow still her most adventurous. A sprawling, 77-minute journey through family history, spirituality, and mortality. Featuring a collaboration with the late rapper RIP, a spoken word interlude from her father, and a gospel choir. Nobody else makes albums like this.

**Caroline Polachek — 'Desire, I Want to Turn Into You'** (February). The art-pop album of the year. 'Welcome to My Island' was a surreal, operatic opener. 'So Hot You're Hurting My Feelings' was the closest thing to a straightforward pop song, but even that had bagpipes. Polachek is operating on a different plane.

**Taylor Swift — '1989 (Taylor's Version)'** (October). The re-recordings continued, and this one was the big one — the album that made her a global pop superstar, now fully owned by her. The vault tracks included 'Is It Over Now?' and 'Slut!' — both of which charted. The Eras Tour movie hit cinemas in October and became the highest-grossing concert film ever.

**Central Cee — '23'** (February). A mixtape, not an album, but it hit like one. Central Cee spent 2023 becoming the face of UK drill globally — selling out tours in America, collaborating with Drake, and making 'Sprinter' the biggest UK rap song ever.

      

        THE ONE THAT GOT AWAY

        Every year has a song that should have been massive but wasn't. In 2023, that was **Jungle — 'Back on 74'**.

Jungle had been around since 2014, making soulful, sample-heavy electronic music that felt like a lost 70s funk record. 'Back on 74' was their best song yet — a warm, rolling groove with a chorus that felt like summer. The video, featuring a choreographed dance routine with the band's signature loose-limbed style, went viral. It should have been a top 10 hit.

It peaked at number 32.

Why? Because it was competing in a year where the charts were dominated by streaming behemoths. 'Back on 74' was a song that needed to be discovered, not force-fed by a playlist algorithm. It grew slowly — climbing from 80 to 50 to 40 over several weeks — but never had that one explosive moment that pushes a song into the mainstream.

It deserved better. A song this warm, this joyful, this perfectly crafted — in a fairer world, it would have defined the summer. Instead, it's the one that got away.

      

        THE SOUND OF 2023

        If 2023 had a signature sound, it was drum and bass. Not the jump-up, rave-ready DnB of the 90s, but a softer, more melodic version that found its way into pop, R&B, and even folk.

Calvin Harris and Ellie Goulding's 'Miracle' kicked it off in March. Then came PinkPantheress, whose entire sound was built on sped-up DnB and jungle samples. Kenya Grace's 'Strangers' was a bedroom-produced DnB track that hit number one. Chase & Status had a massive year — 'Baddadan,' 'Disconnect' with Becky Hill, 'Liquor & Cigarettes.' Even Fred again.., who wasn't strictly DnB, was making electronic music that felt indebted to the UK rave tradition.

But the bigger story was the return of the artist. After years of streaming algorithms and playlist culture making music feel disposable, 2023 was the year people fell in love with artists again. Taylor Swift's Eras Tour wasn't just about the music — it was about the mythology, the Easter eggs, the community. boygenius sold out arenas on the strength of three women singing together with acoustic guitars. Fred again..'s Boiler Room set — a sweaty, emotional, chaotic performance in a London basement — became the most-watched Boiler Room of all time.

People wanted connection. They wanted to feel something. And the artists who gave them that — who were honest, who were vulnerable, who showed up as themselves — won.

AI was the other story. ChatGPT reached 100 million users faster than any app in history. Midjourney could generate photorealistic images from a text prompt. The music industry panicked about AI-generated songs — a fake Drake and The Weeknd track called 'Heart on My Sleeve' went viral before being pulled from streaming platforms. The Beatles used AI to clean up John Lennon's demo vocals for 'Now and Then,' their final single. The technology was both a threat and a tool, and nobody quite knew where the line was.

2023 was the year the old rules stopped applying. The year a 2019 album track could become a number one single. The year a drum and bass song made in a bedroom could top the charts. The year three indie rock women could sell out Madison Square Garden. The year a plastic doll movie had the best soundtrack.

It was messy. It was chaotic. It was brilliant.

      

        BRITAIN IN 2023

        Rishi Sunak was still Prime Minister, which felt like a fever dream in itself. The cost of living crisis was biting hard — inflation peaked at 10.1% in January, energy bills were through the roof, and train strikes became a regular feature of British life. The NHS was in crisis. Waiting lists hit record highs. Everyone was exhausted.

May 6th: King Charles III was crowned at Westminster Abbey. The first coronation in 70 years. The service was a strange mix of ancient tradition and modern PR — a gospel choir sang, a procession of faith leaders represented Britain's multicultural reality, and the weather was predictably terrible. Street parties happened. People watched on TV. Then everyone went back to worrying about their bills.

February 6th: A 7.8 magnitude earthquake struck Turkey and Syria. Over 50,000 people died. The UK sent search and rescue teams, and the public donated millions. It was one of those moments that put everything in perspective.

July: Barbenheimer. The cultural event of the year. Barbie opened to £15.5 million in its first weekend in the UK — the biggest opening of 2023. Oppenheimer did £10 million. People dressed up. Memes were made. Cinema felt alive again.

July also saw the start of the Hollywood strikes — first the writers, then the actors. The entire industry shut down for months. It meant delays for everything, but it also meant a conversation about fair pay and AI protections that had been a long time coming.

January: The Last of Us premiered on HBO and became the biggest TV show of the year. A video game adaptation that was actually good. Pedro Pascal became everyone's internet dad.

Elton John played his final UK show at Glastonbury in June — a triumphant, emotional farewell. He'd been saying goodbye for years, but this time it felt real. The Pyramid Stage, the crowd singing along to every word, the man himself in tears. A legend signing off.

And through all of it, the music kept playing. In the pubs, in the clubs, in the arenas, in the bedrooms where teenagers were making their first beats. 2023 was a hard year for a lot of people. But the songs helped.

      

        THE YEAR IN NUMBERS

        Number ones: 17
Longest-running number one: Miley Cyrus — 'Flowers' / Dave & Central Cee — 'Sprinter' (10 weeks each)
Biggest-selling single: Miley Cyrus — 'Flowers' (1.5 million+ UK sales)
Christmas number one: Wham! — 'Last Christmas' (finally!)
Most-streamed artist in the UK: Taylor Swift
Most-streamed album in the UK: SZA — 'SOS'
Glastonbury headliners: Arctic Monkeys, Guns N' Roses, Elton John
Brit Awards Album of the Year: Harry Styles — 'Harry's House'
Mercury Prize winner: Ezra Collective — 'Where I'm Meant to Be'
Number of weeks Taylor Swift spent in the UK top 10: 47 out of 52
Concert films released in cinemas: Taylor Swift: The Eras Tour, Renaissance: A Film by Beyoncé
New Beatles song released: 1 ('Now and Then')
AI-generated songs removed from streaming: Countless

      

        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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