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			For Mike Alway who made it all happen

		


		
			
Introduction

			‘What’s all this then? Another load of shit from él Records?’ (London Pavilion Volume Two)

			‘él was out of time, and Mike Alway has always been out of time.’ (Iain McNay)

			I have been a pop music fan and record collector for years but the magic of él records has remained elusive. Some of my favourite discs include Circus Maximus, the debut LP by Momus, the Flair 1989 and Bend It! compilations of football songs, a compilation of Christmas songs called The World in Winter and Brazil 1970: the Sexiest Kick Off, a short music film tribute to the 1970s Brazil football team. These individual works have had a strong impact, and yet I have not been able to see the whole picture. Then, in 2005, I spotted a compilation (going cheap) called Too Good to be True: the very best of él records 1985–1988. This ‘best of’, very much not the first of its kind, helped me at last grasp the true greatness of él records and convinced me to share that discovery with a wider audience. Bright Young Things: the art and philosophy of él records is an attempt to set this greatness out in detail with the ultimate aim of encouraging music fans to engage, or re-engage, with the world of this unique label.

			An engagement with the world of él records is a weird yet exhilarating experience. The journey will take you from bubblegum pop to industrial noise by way of classical music, sound tracks, sports songs and jazz. There are few labels can claim such eclecticism or iconoclasm and it seems odd to me that él is so widely ignored. Then again, the landscape of popular music is littered with the corpses of those that tried, and often failed, to reach for the true glory that pop, since its inception, has promised.

			As a commercial art form, pop music is often judged by financial success; pop’s production machine is after all called the music business. If we are to treat pop music as a serious art form though, commercial success and the mediocrity that such a process demands is of little importance. We are talking here rather of transcendence and those possessing the wherewithal to divine that realm.

			A determined few believe that pop music, combining as it does the mysteries of sound and the beauty of visual art, can achieve the highest form of human creativity. Such few observe pop through a visionary lens, and see music as a dominion filled with poetry, elegance and magic.

			One of those few was Mike Alway, founder of él records. For some, this writer included, él is nothing less than ‘one of the most artistically vital independent labels of them all’.1

			Bright Young Things tells the story of the art and philosophy of that unique project.

		


		
			
Part 1: The Philosophy of él records

		


		
			
Mike Alway

			
				‘I see myself as a musical architect.’ – Mike Alway, This is Our Music

				‘If it sells fifteen copies, we will consider it an irresistible failure.’ – “The Groome”, London Pavilion Volume Two

				‘Mike was born in the wrong era. He is like the chauffer in Sunset Boulevard …’ – Cat Rees

			

			Mike Alway, the creator of él records, is a fascinating and singular individual, ‘mercurial’ as Jessica Griffin puts it. Alway is one-part sixties impresario, a flamboyant eccentric with an eye for how to develop creative talent into musical gold and one-part Sex Pistols manager Malcom McLaren, endlessly recycling his label’s music in a bewildering array of forms across a range of platforms and territories. Ultimately though, Alway is a visionary, his own man, who continues to produce music with his own inimitable flair.
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			él records was short-lived, being launched in 1984 and ceasing (in what we might call its ‘classic’ incarnation) around 1988. Mike Alway had initially worked in A&R for the independent label Cherry Red signing artists such as Everything But The Girl, The Monochrome Set and Felt, helping to define the label as one of the coolest around. In 1983, Alway, being hugely ambitious, left Cherry Red to help run Blanco Y Negro (an offshoot of WEA) but soon felt constrained but the conservativism of the commercial music sector. This prompted him to resign and set up his own new label, él records.

			Alway’s method has always been totally at odds with the way music is ‘consumed’ (especially in the current period) with sounds being calculated to appeal to a defined market with an unimaginative recycling of existing genres and styles to which nothing new is added (‘a 40-year cloning process’ as él ‘musical director’ Dean Brodrick nicely put it). This is unfortunate if one is measuring success by sales and revenue, but thrilling if your main concern is what pop music is capable of at its best and most surprising. It’s true that most of the artists appearing on él records did things before and after él. But while they worked as part of this collective endeavour something truly magical took place.

			Alway's mercurial approach was, while echoing the techniques of Phil Spector and Larry Page, somewhat at odds with the indie scene at that time and its obsession with ‘authenticity'. His method was to take complete control of the repertoire, the ‘look' of the label's releases and even the titles of songs in the manner of the pop impresarios of the past. Alway was a curator, selecting, shaping and overseeing the records issued on él. He employed songwriters proficient in classical pop techniques such as Nicholas Currie (Momus), Simon Turner (The King of Luxembourg') and Philippe Auclair (Louis Philippe) who, in addition to issuing their own records wrote, arranged and performed for other él artistes. There was also something of the movie mogul about him. As Philippe Auclair put it to me: ‘You can't understand Mike unless you appreciate his obsession with Orson Welles.'

			Helpfully, Alway provided a list of his “favourite things” in the liner notes for one of the many compilations of the label’s output. This sets out his philosophy beautifully, being a list of places (local and foreign), films (impressionistic documentaries), TV (The Avengers), music (pop, classical, exotica), food and drink (toast and marmalade; espresso). Frivolous perhaps, but also instructive as to the depth and scope of the vision for él. The label was always full of surprises and celebrates both the rough and the smooth. As Alway claimed, ‘él was made up of a whole range of different influences, none more important than the others.’

			Alway’s aim was that he wanted to ‘make beautiful, perfect records that looked good, but to do radically conceptual things within that.’ él was to be an English version of Verve, the US label with a diverse range of artists (Mothers of Invention, Astrud Gilberto, Ella Fitzgerald, Velvet Underground) who were, in Alway’s words, ‘all at the top of their game in their field’.

			Dean Brodrick remembers Mike Alway fondly and says that he totally ‘got’ what he was trying to achieve;

			
				‘It was refreshing hanging out with Mike because he wasn’t a wannabee. He wasn’t trying to measure himself against some other standard. He knew there was only one fish called ‘Mike Alway’ in that whole pond. Mike was awkward and antisocial but he had no doubt in me. He gave me full credit. He bestowed the same doubtlessness; it doesn’t come cheap. He had a magical ability to get the chemistry of people right. That could have easily not worked. But he had real guts.’

			

			It's fascinating (and possibly instructive) that Mike Alway is probably the only music impresario who had himself photographed dressed ‘in character' (‘Can you think of any other record label boss that has had themselves pictured in that way?' Jessica Griffin observed). He also has three songs dedicated to him.2 This must be some kind of World Record. A further mention of Alway appears a 2024 track by Vic Godard, the words offering a playful portrait of él's inception (‘Just around the corner you'd see Mike Alway/In The Coach and Horses/Having just seen Honor Blackman in Budgens/And that's given him a great idea …

			Well, we know now what that ‘great idea’ was …

		


		
			
Adrift in a Sea of Mediocrity

			
				‘The really great managers are the eccentrics who contributed to what pop has become … anyone who created a group in that way must be important.’ – Simon Napier-Bell

				‘It was a dream, and anything could happen.’ – Alan McGee

			

			The period in the mid 1980s when él records emerged was a somewhat muddled time for pop music. Characterised by the explosion of electronic musical acts, US punk bands, industrial and Goth music, and what Simon Reynolds calls ‘the return of rock’,3 there was little space for music of sophistication and beauty. At the same time this epoch witnessed the reinvention of ‘art rock’ as ‘art pop’ with the collage antics of ZTT and Malcolm McLaren’s post-Sex Pistols larks. The increasingly synthetic sound of this era was interesting but cold, lacking a sense of ‘lightness’ a dimension that Italo Calvino argued in his book Six Memos for the Next Millennium was to be one of the key dimensions of twenty-first century life. New pop, and New Romanticism, such as it was, had become bloated and overly commercialised, ‘decadent’4 even. The ‘alternative’ music scene’s response to all this, according to Reynolds, was woeful and the situation felt ‘grim’ … The ‘heroic phase had passed’.5

			This pessimistic tone is recognisable and has some legitimacy (certainly in terms of the way ‘independent’, a revolutionary concept, became simply ‘indie’, a style) but Reynolds’ overview leaves Mike Alway and él records out of the picture, the label presumably not registering enough on his wavelength to warrant a mention. The ‘lightness’ that él supplied was something Alway had been developing for some time inspired by the late 1970s work of Vic Godard, Durutti Column and Young Marble Giants, a shift in direction where the sounds became far removed from the ugly noise of punk and the darkness of industrial music.

			The extravagant complexity of the prog rock bands was being replaced with an art sensibility and an experimental approach epitomised by groups like Wire and Tuxedo Moon, manifest on the Alway-curated 1981 Cherry Red post-punk compilation Perspectives and Distortion.6 This record displayed the eclecticism that was to inspire the él vision, incorporating as it did talents as diverse as Virgin Prunes, Ben Watt, Kevin Coyne and future él records contributors such as Karl Blake, Ashley Wales and David Knight (Lemon Kittens; Five or Six).

			Alway’s own band A Tent, led by Gavin Povey, also made an appearance. As David Illic’s sleeve notes make clear ‘It (the LP) makes no claim to embrace accepted guidelines in order to adhere itself to any particular audience.’ Perspectives and Distortion was shipped in a dour ‘industrial’ sleeve design with a grey solarized image of concrete structures and contained ethereal ambient vocal works such as ‘Bright Waves’ by Claire Thomas and Susan Vezey (actually Snatch tapes founder Philip Sanderson); industrial electronica by Thomas Leer and a pre The The Matt Johnson; Fourth World experimentation by Two Daughters; neo-classical jazz by Lol Coxhill; sound art by David Jackman (Organum) and spoken word performance by punk pioneer Mark Perry. A ‘tribute’ box set aiming to capture the avant-garde spirit of the original LP, Further Perspectives & Distortion was issued by Cherry Red in 2019 but this retrospective lacked the individuality and eccentricity of the original. While the avant-gardism of Perspectives and Distortion would be somewhat played down on subsequent él releases, the drive towards alternative perspectives and the pushing at boundaries continued and informed Alway’s vision for the new label.

			In retrospect, él was perhaps also more in tune with the 1980s resurgence of psychedelic music exemplified by the likes of Liverpool groups Echo and the Bunnymen and the Teardrop Explodes where the aesthetics of the 1960s – chiming guitars, melodic singing, surrealism – were updated for a new wave generation. That said, the return to the psychedelic was viewed cautiously by Alway: ‘It’s a very emotional word ‘psychedelic’. I learned not to mention it because people thought either it was rock or an ill-disciplined mess. McLaren had blown open the side of the edifice and very strange, different people got into something that was very unhealthy and masonic (drugs, the 1970s indulgence). I think more of something like Liberace Now! jumping on the bandwagon with the best psychedelic record cover that was not reflected in the music at all!’

			Nonetheless, Alway felt that there was a particularly creative atmosphere in the 1960s (epitomized by songs like ‘Excerpt from a Teenage Opera') that made a resurgence after punk. ‘I just love records that seem to be in a space of their own, that couldn't be explained, that had charm and character and were unrepeatable. The ‘cleared space' that occurs at certain times. Occasionally an él record might hint at that.' Johnny Rogan, writing about the pop Svengali notes that by the late 1980s: ‘The great visionaries, eccentrics, romantics and opportunists of the mid-sixties beat boom 1960s had been replaced by economic mechanics, anonymous agencies and management companies, which offered professional service but little in the way of innovation.'7 Rogan was writing in 1988 and it has only got worse. It was this ‘creative nadir' that Alway fought against.

			Mike Alway began his musical career proper as a manager and songwriter for the short-lived band Scissor Fits (Colin Roxborough, the guitarist from the group, would later create Gol Gappas for él), and guitarist with the experimental art rock group A Tent. Alway was also a promoter (with Red Flame founder Dave Kitson) and scene creator at the nightclub Snoopys in Richmond, South London a location that at that time, in Alway’s own words, was ‘teeming with bands’. He also manged The Soft Boys the Cambridge outfit led by Robin Hitchcock. He remembers it thus:

			
				‘I’m sure I bought hundreds of records through 1978–80. One of them was the Soft Boys ‘Wading Through a Ventilator’ EP on the Cambridge based label, Raw. The record is magical. It’s beyond classification and genuinely psychedelic in the way that I understood the term; namely the poetic Syd Barrett era Pink Floyd, the LS Bumble Bee, or early Soft Machine; The Prisoner; The Diana Rigg Avengers. That particular fantasy quality so eloquently expressed by Jonathan Miller’s television production of Alice In Wonderland. To me, psychedelia is not rock music.’

				‘I worked with the Soft Boys for a short time, helping promote the A Can of Bees LP. I was a helper, not a manager. I brought enthusiasm and energy. I was peripheral but I was pleased to be involved. In my youthful innocence I thought everything was possible. I was made to feel that my efforts (however modest) were appreciated and I am grateful for that. A brave, singular work, A Can of Bees was a victim of a self-conscious era. Drawing on an eclectic range of cultural sources, largely foreign to both contemporaries and audiences, The Soft Boys were both of the time, and yet nothing to do with it. They co-existed (strikingly) with what’s going on.’

				‘The post-punk era was every bit as creatively fertile as the underground sixties. The ground had been cleared and now the whole panorama of 20th century music was in play. Artists were now free to draw on disparate influences from the free jazz helter-skelter of Ornette Coleman to the sound explorations of Berio or Stockhausen and to import language from almost anywhere. ‘Art Music’ would, I suppose, be a reasonable collective term for this marvellous but short-lived era’…

			

			The post Alway was offered as an A&R man for the independent record label Cherry Red was his opportunity to develop a tangible modus operandi out of his own tastes and sensibilities. Alway, put simply, completely transformed the direction of Cherry Red from a distributor type outfit to a label in its own right with its own sensibilities and style, something that became in effect the ‘Mike Alway era’.8 Alway’s aim was to make Cherry Red a rival to the likes of Factory and Rough Trade and his key desire, from the very early days, was for a musical act to possess a distinct ‘character’. This ‘one work’ concept, where all the artists were different but somehow formed a coherent whole, was epitomised by the ground-breaking 1982 Pillows and Prayers compilation.

			The él groups were never conceived as being ‘touring’ bands. Alway hoped that the freshness of the acts and the energetic spirt of the music would be enough. Ambition, in the traditional music industry sense was to be side-lined. ‘There was no careerism’ Alway told me. ‘It wasn’t about doing a tour. I was trying to unencumber them of all that baggage. If it sounds rough, who cares?’

			It was intended that good press and radio was enough the spread the word about the excellence of the él project. Alway recalls: ‘as the él records came out a pattern emerged. We had very good press, which I had to work on, to cultivate it. We were making progress in the credibility stakes of the print media. There was support there but not with radio at all.’ The traditional first stop for indie acts was the BBC Radio 1 DJ John Peel. However, as Alway notes, ‘we were far too pretentious for John Peel. We were completely ignored by him and also by the mid evening show hosted by Janice Long.’

			Ian McNay also remembers that ‘the press was vital to Mike, he got to know quite quickly what the press would latch on to as he didn’t get much radio play from people like John Peel and Mike Read didn’t always play the records. The music press people then were real characters and we’ve lost that now.’

			When records are released as a complete and finished package, it is easy to overlook the research and conceptualization that went into their production. Alway has described his working methods:

			
				‘On summer weekday afternoons I used to get an empty train down to Brighton to do research. I’d go to Record Land in The Lanes and on the top floor they had all these personality records – Les Baxter, all that ‘art’ that nobody was working with.’

			

			Alway identifies certain él acts that grew out of this research. ‘Choirboys Gas has come from that. Nick Welslowski would come in and we would say let’s dress them as Nuns or whatever. Like the Beatles Butcher’s cover. Why can’t we be more playful? This is a little game we are having amongst ourselves.’ ‘With The Camera Loves Me and Choirboy Gas I thought we are really on our own here. We’re taking from the cultural past. Not just from Sounds or Rough Trade but something we could say that “this is our voice”.’

			Alan McGee, founder of Creation Records, once said that his project was inspired by two labels: Dan Treacy’s Whaam Records and Cherry Red. By his own admission it was Alway that McGee in his own words ‘aspired to be’. McGee put it nicely: él was a three-year ‘statement of intent’. él was a ‘document of an idea’ rather than a ‘document of a life’.

			él was ahead of its time and Alway essentially was diametrically opposed to the industry of the mid 1980s where big-scale production values and the return of rock aesthetics held sway. The only comparable label is perhaps Stiff Records with its irreverence and playfulness and vision. As producer Richard Preston says, ‘Mike kind of made a world that wasn’t a straight corporate venture. The key word was “playful”.’

		


		
			
Cherry Red

			While él records was a completely unique and fresh project, some traces of the Cherry Red aesthetic that Mike Alway had nurtured carried over into the new label.

			Cherry Red was formed in 1978 by Iain McNay and Richard Jones and was run out of McNay’s flat in Wimbledon. McNay, impressed by Alway’s irrepressible enthusiasm in his attempts at promoting Scissor Fits as the ‘new Beatles’, in 1980, hired him as an A&R man. ‘He seemed to know the scene quite well. He was a mover and shaker in the South London scene’, McNay recalls. Inspired by the direction of travel for the new independent labels, and by McNay’s feel for eclecticism as opposed to a single identity (like Factory for example), Alway’s vision for Cherry Red was to steer away from the rock dimension towards punk and beyond that into a new more sophisticated aesthetic. As Alway stated: ‘with Return of the Durutti Column, Young Marble Giants and Vic Godard’s ‘Stop That Girl’ we took strength from this idea that they are not rock and roll records. These are intelligent. It was a great time for that. They owed nothing to punk rock other than the spirit.’

			Independent labels were growing in number. However, a crucial aspect missing from indie labels like Factory and Rough Trade et al was a sense of humour. Alway brought a wry wit to Cherry Red, which is demonstrated not least by the inclusion on the Pillows and Prayers compilation of British gay icon Quentin Crisp, punk poet Attila the Stockbroker and the smart commentary of The Monochrome Set. Of course, this attempt at injecting something lighter into pop music was later extended and expanded upon with the él project.

			Alway's lesser-known love for classical music and the avantgarde tradition in sound can be located in Cherry Red recordings such as those by Italian composer Piero Milesi and the creation of the Perspectives and Distortion compilation, a radical and challenging production but one that, as noted, reflects crucial aspects of the Alway aesthetic and philosophy. This more dissonant aspect of Alway's taste can be found on él in the work of Karl Blake (his group Lemon Kittens was included on Perspectives and Distortion) and Kevin Wright with his Always ‘group' and solo work.
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			‘él was Mike’s label’ McNay told me ‘I wasn’t involved with the decisions although I did have ultimate overview.’ So why did McNay think that él had potential? ‘I always liked people that were doing things differently’ he says. ‘Mike signed people like Momus. Nick (Currie) fitted in, but wasn’t moulded, in terms of image, in the same way as the others. It attracted certain people, it had the image and guaranteed the chance of being successful in somewhere like Japan.

			‘I liked a lot of the él records. I liked the King of Luxembourg and Louis Philippe. ‘The Camera Loves Me' was a good single. As long as things don't lose money I tend to stay with them!'

			Unlike Factory, Rough Trade and 4AD Cherry Red had no clear ‘house style’, it was more of a collection disparate, often related, artists that worked as an ensemble (as Pillows and Prayers demonstrates quite spectacularly). By contrast, él records had much more of a total unified vison. However, the crossovers between what Alway achieved at Cherry Red and what he would later do with él records are reflected in the characteristics of some of the most important Cherry Red bands, those that in retrospect share some definite characteristics with él artistes. These examples are worth briefly discussing in more detail.

			The Monochrome Set

			The Monochrome Set loom large in the story of él, credited with being nothing less than the blueprint for the label. The group emerged out of the Hornsey Art School scene, when its core members led by Bid (born Ganesh Seshadri) formed a group called the B-Sides. Other members Andy Warren and Stuart Goddard would later become Adam and the Ants. Their superb mixture of melody, wit, cinematic references (the title of their first Rough Trade single ‘Eine Symphonie Des Grauens' is taken from F. W. Murnau's classic 1922 expressionist horror film Nosferatu) and arty pretensions delighted Alway. He observed that the band was more than just a post punk indie outfit: ‘To me, The Monochrome Set was like some form of Dada.'

			In lead singer and writer Bid, Alway found a suave and sophisticated front man with an image that had the potential to be presented in a variety of visual ways through the él aesthetic and a musical landscape that was equally exotic (colonialism, spaghetti westerns etc.) and Bid did indeed appear in a variety of guises for él. The Monochrome Set are a new wave band, meaning in Bid’s words, ‘a band that would do something different’. New Wave music, according to Cateforis ‘shared punk’s energy but tempered its vitriol with more accessible and novel songwriting sprinkled with liberal doses of humour, irreverence, and irony’.9 This is exactly what the group stood for and embodied. Alway manged to sign The Monochrome Set to Blanco Y Negro. They released an LP Lost Weekend with new drummer Nick Wesolowski who was also a photographer and would later work with Alway on the presentation of él. However, for Bid, signing with Blanco Y Negro was ‘a mistake’. ‘We should have stayed at Cherry Red’ he recalls. Meanwhile Alway remembers: ‘There was an attitude at Rough Trade of Oh how the mighty have fallen. They felt a bit betrayed. Andy Warren called me and said I don’t know if you have heard of us – we’re called the Monochrome Set? I said get in here! We did a deal on the spot!’ Drummer and dancer Dorothy Max Prior, through her connections with The Monochrome Set, was also mooted as a possible Alway signing. According to her autobiography though, she was ‘put off by Mike wanting me to utilise my dancing skills to create some sort of girlish high-kicking, rah-rahskirted personae’10 which didn’t appeal.

			Five or Six

			Five or Six, the opening act on Pillows and Prayers, were perhaps the first band to combine the elements that would later define the él records aesthetic. Their 1981 single ‘Another Reason’ was Alway’s first proper release for Cherry Red. A highly original outfit, Five or Six made a clear progression from punk/new wave into something more subtle, atmospheric and melodic. Dave Knight remembers the formation of the group:

			
				‘In January 1980 I released a 7" single with the Axis label, which quickly morphed into 4AD once they were informed that an Axis label already existed. 4AD label co-boss Peter Kent told me they were thinking of signing a band called Five or Six, who sounded “a bit like Wire”, and would I be interested in joining them with my drum machines and synths? We rehearsed together and clicked – but in the meantime the band had been picked-up by Mike Alway at Cherry Red, and we went straight in to record ‘Another Reason’. The second EP ‘Polar Exposure’ was produced by Kevin Coyne. I remember the session clearly: Kevin sat in the control room with the engineer, drinking Special Brew and occasionally saying “Great lads, it sounds just like Can”. He was very friendly, telling us about how he nearly replaced Jim Morrison in the Doors etc., but I think the active production was more down to the engineer.’11

			

			As Alway himself observed ‘they synthesized the positive side of what post punk was’.12 Five or Six members Dave Knight and Ashley Wales would later join Karl Blake in Shock Headed Peters while ‘Anthony Adverse’ (Julia Gilbert) would later appear as an él artist in her own right.

			Felt

			Felt as a band had a powerful impact on the Alway aesthetic. ‘There was a dreaminess, a sprawling quality to the first album’ (Crumbling The Antiseptic Beauty) Alway recalls. ‘But it became more linear.’ Later in 1989, after Alway had split from Cherry Red, Felt would release an LP entitled Me And A Monkey On The Moon for él (‘with Mike’s blessing’ Lawrence recalls ‘I asked his permission’)13 and Lawrence had established himself as an excellent and completely unique songwriter. Their combination of a late 1960s vocal style, classical exotic elements in the guitar of Maurice Deebank and what Alway called a darker ‘dissonance’ to their sound was a move into new territories. Alway argues that ‘Lawrence is the art as far as Felt are concerned’. But despite this admiration, Alway at the same time admitted that Lawrence would be ‘the last person to work on él, he’s a manifestation of that post-punk indie world!’ One can imagine however, Lawrence’s later pure pop groups Denim and Go Kart Mozart comfortably existing as part of the later If…/Siesta roster.

			Fantastic Something

			Fantastic Something, AKA eccentric Greek brothers Alex and Constantine Veis, were a Cherry Red band that transferred to Blanco Y Negro, another outfit with a whimsical yet moving sound that pointed towards él. Using light bossa nova rhythms, acoustic guitars, sparkling keyboards and a 1960s sunny, soft melodic feel with a hint of Syd Barrett (‘They sounded like Simon and Garfunkel on Postcard' Alway remembers), they suggested the direction for one core part of él, the lightness that stood in contrast to the rock direction the UK music scene was moving towards. Despite what Alway calls the Veis brothers' ‘perfectionism and paranoia', Fantastic Something sonically at least, resonated into the creation of the él sound. For Alan McGee, Fantastic Something, with their mysterious pop sensibilities represented the end of the Alway version of Cherry Red and the start of something new: él.

			Everything But The Girl

			The story of how Tracey Thorn and Ben Watt combined, at the instigation of Mike Alway, to become Everything But The Girl is well known and their success the stuff of legend. In terms of their influence on the él records project, it is clear that within the combination of Watt’s more experimental, serious tendencies and Thorn’s ‘poppy sensibilities’ (her own words), there exists a combination that should not work but in reality (alchemically) does. Bringing a strong sense of classic pop music with an avant-garde twist was at the heart of él (and indeed all of Alway’s projects). This sensibility carried on into their debut LP Eden. The jazz elements here began to exert a strong influence on the developing UK pop music scene with the commercial success of acts like Sade, Working Week etc.

		


		
			
Blanco Y Negro


			
				‘You should think of él as a reaction to what happened to Mike at Blanco Y Negro. Mike had a fantastic vision for Warners but they completely fucked it up.' – Philippe Auclair

			

			Blanco Y Negro was a label set up in 1983 by Mike Alway, Geoff Travis and Michel Duval. Duval was a Belgian journalist and promoter who, with Annik Honoré and artist Benoît Hennebert, founded the Brussel's-based label Les Disques Du Crépuscule, a project deeply admired by Alway (according to Alway, the name was suggested by Bid from the Monochrome Set). Blanco Y Negro was a subsidiary label of WEA Records Ltd designed to develop the indie artists of the future by exploiting the tastes of Alway and Travis for development by a major music corporation. The origins of él records can be traced back to the period when Alway tried to persuade WEA to sign Shock Headed Peters. When this failed Alway and Travis came up with the idea of setting up a ‘subsidiary' label to Blanco Y Negro that would nurture promising new acts. Alway famously brought his favourite acts to Blanco Y Negro; artists that in his eyes deserved better commercial success. This included Cherry Red acts such as The Monochrome Set, and new bands such as Microdisney14 and Sudden Sway whose Spacemate LP package – comprising a double LP, a book, poster, a set of cards and instruction manual and packaged together in a soap box container and designed by Jon Wozencroft – supposedly outraged WEA. Alway had high hopes for Sudden Sway. However, he reflects that ‘With Spacemate Sudden Sway didn't make the record I thought they were capable of. Their early singles and the Peel Session with ‘Let's Evolve' were remarkable records.' Mike McGuire was the Henry Kissinger of pop. He could sort out the problems in the Middle East. He could run a country!'

			On reflection, Blanco Y Negro was a failure for Alway. ‘Blanco was like a capricious balloon. I just couldn’t get it down!’ he recalls. The bigger and more complicated structures of major record label business were considerable, actually stifling creativity. As Alway reflects: ‘It’s so essential with art that you have boundaries. It’s much harder to make art with unlimited amounts of money. Artists like boundaries otherwise they won’t stay part of the spirt of the collaboration.’ Looking back today on Blanco y Negro, Alway observes wryly that ‘What Warners did essentially was take away all the things I liked doing. I will say that I remember losing heart because of the attitude of some of the artists. One way or another, my youthful enthusiasm evaporated, and I chose to stop. However, I’m happy to accept responsibility for that.’

			
				‘At home in Barnes, I remember disconnecting the phone from the wall socket and spending my time in the Richmond, Twickenham and Sheen public libraries investigating classical music, and at home watching Powell and Pressburger as a way of getting away from it all and nurturing my soul. I learned much about myself at that time. For better or worse, I carried that experience into él.’

			

		


		
			
Beautiful Artifice: the birth of a label

			
				‘Orson Welles said that the enemy of art is the absence of limitations. I think they all got that.’ – Mike Alway

				‘To be popular, one must be a mediocrity.’ – Richard Jobson, Armoury Show

				‘The dandy has a past but no future.’ – Philip Mann

			

			At the inception of él records Mike Alway was living in a basement flat in Ben Watt's parents' house. He began, with the help of French songwriter, journalist and author Philippe Auclair, formerly of The Arcadians, to develop the new label. At this time, Alway was inspired as much by non-musical art forms as by pop. He recalls:

			
				‘I got hold of a VHS box of The Avengers and The Prisoner and I would go through all of that. Orson Welles once said The Avengers did more in one week than Casino Royale did in the entire film! I realised that one could look at The Avengers and create an artist out of any single episode.’
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					Mike Alway (© Nick Wesolowski)

				

			

			Alway was fascinated by the notion of the ‘dandy’ as epitomised by the character of John Steed in The Avengers, a ‘Regency buck, twentieth-century style’ according to the press release for the series. Steed was a character (like Alway) able to ‘breach the space between the old and the new’.15 The pop art style of The Avengers, exemplified in series five by Pierre Cardin and his Style Anglais, appealed to Alway who also happily appeared in the guise of ‘the avant-garde in a bowler hat’ (see below).

			The Prisoner links back to the creator of Portmeirion, the location for the TV series and its designer Clough Williams – Ellis’s ‘artificial paradise’, a celebration of the completely invented landscape. As Philip Mann puts it, ‘The dandy invents nothing, it is reality that is rendered artificial’.16 Musical sources outside of pop also inspired. ‘When I was preparing él records, I was listening to a lot of Malcolm Arnold, the small orchestra stuff, the flute pieces, pieces for horn. It seemed to me that in classical music, as in all genres, if it’s not dark or not heavy it’s not important. Debussy and Ravel because of their relative lightness, are dismissed as not as serious as Wagner.’ Again, the focus on this ‘lightness’ is a core principle for él. Looking back today, Alway asks the question: ‘Was él records a reaction to Blanco Y Negro? With Blanco Y Negro the attitude of the groups was very “me me me” and career orientated. With él I was always very clear this is an experiment, a collaboration between us. This is not your career, let’s have some fun, let’s see what happens and we will create a bit of art. After Blanco I wanted to show that I could do something coherent.’
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