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Abstract.

Sunbird Records was created in 1999 by Steven Lindley and Ian Almond as a
platform to release world music in Darwen, Lancashire. After 2 years releasing no more than
10 albums as physical CD records, the label ceased trading and lay dormant until 2013, at
which time the label was redesigned to investigate whether post-subcultural discourse
factors in the design of an independent record label? To facilitate answering this question
the label designed a new website, shop, studio, live music venue and roster of artists. All of
the labels documented activity is accessible via the label’s website
www.sunbirdrecords.co.uk.

The study develops its primary case study, Sunbird Records, as a way of
implementing post-subcultural discourse in practice. Between the late 1970s and the
present, there has been an important shift in the evolution of alternative culture. This
transition, from subculture (Hebdige, 1979) to post-subculture (Thornton, 1995), has yet to
be comprehensively understood by cultural discourse or applied practically as a method for
cultural production. The study has been designed for the purpose of critique and further
reflection, its findings will be independent distinct and context-specific.

Keywords: neo-tribe, post-subculture, design, independent, network.



Introduction.

Between the late 1970s and the present, there has been an important shift in the evolution
of alternative culture. This transition, from subculture (Hebdige, 1979) to post-subculture
(Thornton, 1995), has yet to be comprehensively understood by cultural discourse or
applied practically as a method for cultural production. To this end, the present study is
concerned with designing a post-subcultural entity and critiquing it. The present study’s
primary question is: how does post-subcultural discourse factor in the design of an
independent record label? An independent record label is a suitable place to find cultural
activity, operating in relation to both mainstream and alternative culture. More importantly,
the independent record label performs as a well-poised, concentrated and pertinent social
organisation, populated by an already enmeshed network of consumers, producers and
participants, which is what makes it such a complimentary situation to conduct an
investigation into post-subcultural discourse. This study fleshes out previous notions of
post-subculture by designing an independent record label, developing it as an active post-
subcultural organisation and studying its relationship with the culture industry, something

which until now has never been attempted as an academic study.

In order to create an independent record label, the present study designs a platform which
facilitates the emergence of a post-subcultural network, the network and its counterpart
organisation is what the present study posits as a Record Label. Sunbird Records is created
as a multifaceted platform which promotes the development of its network through its
website, studio, shop, live music venue, social platforms etc. it is important to note that the
practical design productions which facilitate the emergence of a post-subcultural social
entity, like a record label, are typically accepted as by-products rather than designs
strategised to encourage a network’s growth, in this sense, the present study is making a

unique contribution to knowledge by specifically investigating its design.

It may be useful to first define some of the present study’s keywords in order to facilitate
the reader. The present study employs the term ‘Neo-tribe’ (Maffessoli, 1996), this is a
useful term in order capture an organisation of participants which work collectively to
produce and consume a type of dialectic, post-subcultural or context specific culture. The
present study also employs the term ‘Post-Subculture’ as a way of defining the space
created in the wake of subcultural activity, a space which intrinsically harbours the
emergence of post-subcultural entities such as neo-tribes. The present study uses the
definition of ‘Independent’ which can be understood as an organisation, group or person
6



free from the external pressures, control or oppression which govern well-connected,
dependent and major entities, it can also be understood as a style or method of producing
culture in relation to mainstream cultural production. The present study also utilises the
term *Network’ which can be understood as interconnected people, groups or organisations
for the majority of this thesis, but is more acutely investigated in its third chapter which
defines the more nuanced properties of a network. The present study also employs the term
‘Design’ which can be interpreted as the process of designing, or as a finished production.
The first implies a process of incremental refinement undergone in order to support a
movement, purpose or motivation, the latter implies a type of artefact, product or outcome.
At times the present study utilises similar terms such as create, produce and develop as
synonymous terms only to reduce repetition. Another useful term to define is ‘Participation’,
for the sake of the present study we can understand participation as any type of
connectivity that generates cultural activity, for example, a person that visits the label’s live
music venue can be considered a participant, a person that interacts with the label’s website
could too be considered a participant. In effect, the term participant is used to define a

person, group or organisation which interacts in any way with the label.

The present study departs from PhD tradition, it pioneers exciting and challenging ways to
conduct research within the field of design, and area of post-subcultural discourse. This
study is a practice-based research project, which can be better understood through Linda
Candy and Ernest Edmonds’s definition of practice and of research. In their 2018 paper
‘Practice-Based Research in the Creative Arts’ they define practice as: “Practice that is
creative is characterized not only by a focus on creating something new but also by the way
that the making process itself leads to a transformation in the ideas—which in turn leads to
new works” (Candy, Edmonds, 2018). Their definition of practice is vital while positioning
the design and organisation of an independent record label as the “process” which can lead
to the “transformation” of ideas. The process of organising a platform, inherently supports,
influences and guides the conception of “ideas” which emerge from the participants of the
label, typically as music productions. Candy and Ernest go on to suggest that research is: “a
systematic investigation to establish facts, test theories and reach new knowledge or new
understandings” (Candy, Edmonds, 2018) They are keen to evoke the notion that research
and practice are not the same process but rather a tension between the two exists in order
to effectively create new knowledge, with regards to this notion we can consider that the
practice conducted by the present study is performed physically through Sunbird Records in
the form of signing artists, creating, releasing and distributing music, through hosting
events at the label’s venue, through organising and supporting artists through its recording

studio etc. while the research can be considered to be conducted through the present
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studies thesis. All of which are conveniently documented and archived on the label’s primary

digital platform and website www.sunbirdrecords.co.uk.

There are some more useful and direct practice-based methodologies employed throughout
the thesis which will be highlighted in a chapter’s introduction where necessary. For
example, the study benefits from a more acutely incisive and valuable method in its
autoethnographic fifth chapter, which supersedes participant observation (Clifford & Marcus,
1986), with the more practice-based approach of design and critique. In 2011, the London
Metropolitan University held their first Interdisciplinary Network for the Study of Subcultures
Conference, to which Bill Osgerby presented a paper titled ‘Subcultures, Popular Music and
Social Change’. Osgerby explains how post-subcultural studies have highlighted “the
complexities of style, taste and attitude in an increasingly media-saturated, commodity-
driven cultural landscape” (Osgerby, 2014, p.22), which he then goes on to elaborate, by
suggesting that the “studies rooted in ethnography offered much fuller accounts of ‘lived

o

experience’ (Osgerby, 2014, p.22). When referring to subcultural research Osgerby means
the studies of Punks, Mods, Riot Girrrls, etc. which were largely participant observation. The
present study is practice-based, a critique of this practice runs parallel with it, resulting in
the employment of a more direct design and critique approach, since the study has been
designed for the purpose of critique and further reflection. With this in mind, if necessary,
each chapter will introduce its more nuanced practice-based methodology in its first

paragraph, which should aid the reader should the present research’s method of study alter.

The present study’s approach strives to be both more engaging and innovative than
previous research because of its unique dialect, context and independence. Sunbird Records
aims to develop a discourse with the cultural cartel by developing a parallel system from
within the infrastructure of the culture industry, by design and critiquing the development of
a self-managed neo-tribal (Maffessoli, 1996) micro-society of post-subcultural participants.
Sunbird Records is the design project which drives the present research, so does the critical
analysis of Sunbird Records’ design, organisation, graphics, network and narrative, as well
as critiquing the relationship between Sunbird Records and its surrounding or connected
organisations. Learning from existing labels’ more effective techniques (Rough Trade, Warp,
Factory, etc.) and key cultural theorists—who will be referred to throughout the present
study (Maffesoli, Vaneigem, Latour, Bourriaud, Hebdige, Thornton)—Sunbird Records aims
to be a dynamic cultural catalyst for neo-tribal cultural production, and with each production

develop a better synthesis of its dialect, context and strategy.

Each chapter explores the pertinent aspects of an independent record label’s design:

8



Chapter one considers the discourse surrounding subculture and post-subculture in order to
better understand the territory an independent record label emerges into. The chapter
decodes pertinent theories in order to support different types of organisations, primarily the
independent neo-tribal micro-societal organisation. It also positions concepts of neo-
tribalism and the revolutionary potential of the everyday, which might further catalyse the

dynamic between independent culture and mass culture.

Chapter two examines graphic productions that often accompany musical forms and bear a
relationship with those musical forms. The chapter considers selected graphic productions in
relation to their contextual situations, with the intent to interpret what lies beneath each
production’s graphic surface. The chapter also considers neo-tribal tactics in relation to each
graphic production, in order to establish post-subcultures relevance in relation to each work.
Finally, the chapter reflects upon the design of the present study’s primary case study:
Sunbird Records, in order to inform the study’s primary research strategy of design and

critique.

Chapter three explores the design of an independent record label’s network in order to
comprehend the complex social organisation of its participants. The design of an
independent record label enters into a tension with already established organisations, as
well as past and future entities; in other words, it connects with a fluid and evolving
network. This resonates with what French sociologist Bruno Latour terms actor-network
theory (Latour, 1996). Latour’s notions of network theory will therefore play a pivotal role in
this chapter, especially when considered in relation to the study’s primary case study

Sunbird Records.

Chapter four investigates the mediatised projections created by artists, record labels and
third-party producers utilising film as a mediatisation of musical forms. It highlights the key
shift from audio culture to something more fully immersive. The chapter also considers the
tensions between the objective, subjective and de-subjective productions which have been
labeled as “rockumentaries” in popular culture, which is also critiqued in relation to post-
subcultural discourse. It also explores the notion of live media as opposed to recorded

media in relation to post-produced (Bourriaud, 2002) media.

Chapter five auto-ethnographically examines its primary case study, Sunbird Records, in
order to explore a less mediatised graphic production of narrative. The chapter uniquely

reflects upon the design of an independent record label, creating a context-specific narrative
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and analysis in relation to post-subcultural discourse. It also considers the narrative as

another aspect of an independent record label’s design, organisation and cultivation.

By way of conclusion, the present study considers the relationships Sunbird Records might
have in the future, that is to say, after it has been concluded. In an essay for his edited
book Resistance Through Rituals, cultural theorist Stuart Hall describes the transition from
subculture to post-subculture as he writes: “Subordinate cultures will not always be in open
conflict with it (mainstream culture). They may, for long periods, co-exist with it, negotiate
the spaces and gaps in it, make inroads into it” (Hall, 1993, p.6). Hall is predicting the shift
towards post-subcultural adaptation and the emergence of neo-tribal cultures which tend to
“negotiate the spaces” within the culture industry. The present study aims to move beyond
post-subculture, by designing an independent record label and simultaneously developing a
parallel critique of it—superseding participant observation with design and critique—the
present study aims to suggest possible tactics for post-subculturalists to progress beyond
the constraints of neo-tribalism. These speculations are designed in relation to what
Vaneigem describes as “part of a subversive current, of which the last has not yet been
heard” (Vaneigem, 1967, p.4), which can be read as a progressive mass of revolutionary

potential that evolves far beyond post-subculture.
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Chapter One — Discourse: From Subculture To

Post-subculture.

This chapter aims to explore the discourse surrounding subculture and post-subculture in
order to better understand the territory an independent record label emerges into. The
chapter decodes pertinent theories in order to support different types or organisations,
primarily the independent neo-tribal micro-societal organisation. It also positions concepts
of neo-tribalism and the revolutionary potential of the everyday, which might further

catalyse the dynamic between independent culture and mass culture.

Concepts of subculture have faded, while neo-tribalism (Maffesoli, 1996) has intensified as a
key cultural trope. Previously, alternative culture developed through subcultural groups such
as punks, mods and hippies, and for academic and writer Dick Hebdige, subculture
catalysed cultural distinction through the consumption of style and existed as “systems of
communication, forms of expression and representation” (Hebdige, 1976, p.129). For
Hebdige, typical subculturalists utilise consumption to express their views and present these
values through stylised products and services. Moving to the present, sociologist Michel
Maffesoli suggests that subcultural groups have been replaced by post-subcultural groups,
called “neo-tribes”, which supersede subculture as a contemporary social force “to be
expressed through lifestyles” (Maffesoli, 1996, p.98). Maffesoli believes that post-
subculturalists experience a more comprehensive mode of expression because they act out
their views through more than the consumption of style, through the performance of

collective lifestyles.

According to Maffesoli there is a differentiation to be made between “the masses”, “the
process of disindividuation” and “the individual” (Maffesoli, 1996, p.6). When Maffesoli
suggests that the notion of masses exist “without any precise goals”, he means that they
lack distinct collective symbiotic objectives or, in other words, they function as individuals
unwittingly in competition with one and other. Maffesoli goes on to propose that in certain
circumstances. conditions occur enabling individuals to undergo the process of
disindividuation, and these individuals create distinct organisations which he defines as neo-
tribes. Neo-tribes emerge after the “saturation of the inherent function of the individual”
(Maffesoli, 1996, p.6). In this sense, neo-tribes appear out of conditions that coerce

subjects to organise groups, as a means of working collectively towards a shared goal. This
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process usually happens when the benefits of being an individual are outweighed by the
benefits of collectivity, creating a shared incentive for disindividuation. The present study is
interested in these organisations, as well as the designs that stimulate them, utilising
certain terms—such as micro-society, collective and community—not as separate

distinctions but as synonyms of neo-tribes in order to avoid repetition.

The shift that Maffesoli defines—from mass to disindividuation—can be seen in the design of
cultural definition, separation and distinction, all of which are typical processes utilised by
subculturalists and post-subculturalists. In 2009, art and design curator and theorist Hans
Ulrich Obrist interviewed social critic Raoul Vaneigem, for publishing platform and archive E-
Flux. During the interview, Vaneigem states “This process of re-appropriation that I foresee
has a name: self-management” (Obrist & Vaneigem, 2009 [Interview transcript]). In The
Revolution of Everyday Life Vaneigem predicts the re-appropriation of social arrangements
as a means of creating revolutionary potential. While subculture created distinction through
the consumption of style, post-subculture attempts to move forward, creating self-managed
social organisations whose participants share synergistic lifestyles and can cooperate
temporarily towards shared goals. Vaneigem believes that the future will be populated by
self-sufficient independent groups, and frames the transition towards this, as the revolution

of everyday life (Vaneigem, 1967).

This shift is most prevalent in the social organisation of independent record labels and is
specifically identifiable in a label's graphic productions, such as in its identity, media and
performance. In his book The Time of the Tribes, Maffesoli first articulates the notion of
neo-tribalism as a direct reaction to what he terms “massification”, or what is now known as
globalisation. Maffesoli states that “"The rational era [of subculture] is built on the principle
of individuation and of separation, whereas the empathetic period [the present] is marked
by the lack of differentiation, the ‘loss’ in a collective subject” (Maffesoli, 1996, p.11). For
Maffesoli, the masses are amalgamations lacking differentiation, they are not defined by the
boundaries subculturalists relied upon, unless of course, these masses arrange themselves
into smaller micro-societies. Participants of self-organising post-subcultural collectives are

what Maffesoli defines as neo-tribalists.

According to Maffesoli, the most dynamic culture disseminates from these neo-tribes, as he
claims that “cultural and individual dynamism” is based on the “tension between
heterogeneous elements” (Maffesoli, 1996, p.105) as opposed to the previously asserted
formal dichotomy between the “sub” and the “cultural”, which was emphasised through

graphic practice such as fanzines, posters and tattoos. However, in the contemporary,
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graphic productions are increasingly problematising this supposed division between sub and
culture. In this way, graphic productions can be used to develop a neo-tribal aesthetic out
of a post-subcultural context, which the present study aims to explore by critically

designing ways of developing a more nuanced relationship with “the mainstream”.

In developing his notion of the neo-tribe, Maffesoli suggests that “There are many examples
in our everyday life to symbolise the emotional ambience exuded by tribal development”
(Maffesoli, 1996, p.105). It is important to note Maffesoli’'s emphasis on “the everyday”; the
neo-tribe is not a bizarre event but rather an almost banal happening. Maffesoli goes on to
elaborate when he suggests that we observe a “rationalized social” being superseded by an
“empathetic sociality” which Maffessoli believes is “expressed in a succession of ambiences,
feelings and emotions” (Maffesoli, 1996, p.11). Evidently, for Maffesoli, the everyday
happening of a neo-tribe is played out through varying strengths of “ambiences, feelings
and emotions”, that is to say: there is an intensity to the “sociality”. Similar again to
Maffesoli's concept of the neo-tribe, Vaneigem implies that we must: “build a parallel
society opposed to the dominant system and poised to replace it” (Vaneigem, 1967, p.246).
However, Vaneigem is not simply encouraging a problematic binary relation of “one” and
“other”, “sub” and “culture”, instead he celebrates a pluralism of “variation”, according to
Vaneigem: “True radicalism permits every variation and guarantees every freedom”
(Vaneigem, 1967, p.246). Together they propose the construction of parallel micro-
societies, or neo-tribes, of every variation, and through these varying strengths of sociality,
the everyday social might be replaced, either through The Revolution of Everyday Life
(Vaneigem,1967) or through The Decline of Individualism in Mass Society (Maffesoli, 1996).

Vaneigem’s notion of revolutions often resonates with Maffesoli’s post-subcultural notion
and both generally promote what Maffesoli calls an increasing “tension between
heterogeneous elements” (Maffesoli, 1996, p.105). Maffesoli’s “heterogeneous elements”
and Vaneigem’s “every variation” are synonymous with the same ideal, they both
conceptualise a more diverse, dynamic and stimulated culture through new modes of
cultural participation, through the formation of micro-societies and the retribalisation of
contemporary life. Both Vaneigem and Maffesoli challenge the tenure of distinctions created
by the consumption of mass culture, Vaneigem voices his view of consumer culture as he
writes: “To consume is to be consumed by inauthenticity, nurturing appearances to the
benefit of the spectacle and the detriment of real life” (Vaneigem, 1967, p.136). For
Vaneigem, subculture failed because of its core values, which were centered around
consumption, style and communication, which were for subculturists, a comfortable way of

assuming a compliant subversive role. As a result of subcultures fading ardour, the present

13



study provides alternative dynamic constraints, by developing new contingent definitions for

post-subculturalists.

In his 2009 book, Capitalist Realism, Mark Fisher writes frivolously with regards to the
purpose of certain “cultural zones” as he writes: “the establishment of settled ‘alternative’
or ‘independent’ cultural zones which endlessly repeat old gestures of rebellion and
contestation as if for the first time.” (Fisher, 2009, p.9) While this might appear to simply
devalue the worth of ‘alternative’ and ‘independent’ cultural zones this notion gestures an
oversimplified binary, which is in fact far more complex and nuanced. Fisher goes on to

A\\V4

write: “alternative’ and ‘independent’ don’t designate something outside mainstream
culture; rather, they are styles, in fact the dominant styles, within the mainstream.” (Fisher,
2009, p.9) The present study posits this as ill-informed, while ‘alternative’ and ‘independent’
are indeed “styles”—as well as methods of production, consumption and participation—by
their very nature they cannot sit within the mainstream, however they can, and do, exist in
relation to the mainstream beneath the broader umbrella of culture. The present study also
suggests that in order to critique the repetition of “old gestures of rebellion and
contestation”, one must also critique the old gestures of dominance and control exerted by
mainstream cultural organisation, something which the present study investigates more

comprehensively.

When asked by Obrist about the future, Vaneigem responds: “The future belongs to self-
managed communities that produce indispensable goods and services for all. The idea is to
produce for us, for our own use” (Obrist & Vaneigem, 2009 [Interview transcript]). It is
clear that Vaneigem supports a pluralism of cultures in his notion of “self-managed
communities”, which, as stated earlier, can be considered synonymous with neo-tribes, he
articulates this pluralism of micro-societies through a tension of exclusivity-inclusivity; he is
concerned with the production “for us” and “our own use”. The present study develops
these tensions, and pluralisms, by producing a diverse culture through the design of a
micro-society, as an independent record label. One contrast, however, needs to be drawn
between our interpretation of Vaneigem’s and Maffesoli’s micro-societies and neo-tribes, for
Vaneigem often describes a community more isolated, more like a commune than a neo-
tribe. Maffesoli rarely describes a neo-tribe as a closed system, but rather a well-connected

network that has a considered agenda and relationship with its broader culture.

By fostering localised independence, as a micro-society, Sunbird Records manifests itself as
a “self-managing community” designed to perform neo-tribal activities, these activities take

shape in a series of graphic productions. These graphic practices produce what Vaneigem
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terms “indispensable goods” and “services” (Obrist & Vaneigem, 2009 [Interview
transcript]). In contrast to Vaneigem, Sunbird Records inflects a more cultural artistic value
of “"goods”—such as: records, apparel, posters, merchandise, animations, etc.—whilst
Vaneigem alternatively defines “goods” with a socio-economic emphasis. Later, in the same
interview with Obrist, he gives examples of “goods” to be “Free trains, buses, subways, free
healthcare, free schools, free water, air, electricity, free power, all through alternative
networks to be set up” (Obrist & Vaneigem, 2009 [Interview transcript]). Sunbird Records is
a nascent design of Vaneigem’s assertion of future cultural production, however, in the
contemporary, the dominant production of goods appears to work through the consumption

of competition.

The present study posits that the relationship between the emergent, and the established,
is somewhat complicated, the emergent enters into a situation which theorist Aram
Sinnreich articulates in his essay ‘The Materialisation of Music and the Rise of the Cartel’
which was first published as part of The SAGE Handbook of Popular Music. In his essay
Sinnreich suggests that the principle problem with the developed creative industry is it
inevitably expands, and in doing so, it develops programs of self-preservation, for Sinnreich
these involve: “establishing trade associations, regulating prices and practices, controlling
access to retailers and consumers, and continually lobbying for copyright expansion and
other legal and policy concessions. In other words, it became a cartel” (Sinnreich, 2014,
p.615). The cartel is not, as is instinctually assumed, a top-down hierarchy of oppression,
instead it has a flatness, which means its effects can be felt across the entire culture
industry (Adorno & Horkheimer, 1944). The culture industry was first introduced as a
concept by German philosopher Theodor Adorno and German sociologist Max Horkheimer in
their 1944 essay ‘The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception’, the term will be
utilised throughout the present study as a way of conveying the commodification of culture,
typically as a network of organisations which produce culture for consumption, for example:
Universal Music Group is a major record label that exists as part of a network of entities, not

above it, but indeed, within it.

In the culture industry, the cultural cartel has been a developing force since long before
subculture, more specifically in the music industry, it was catalysed by the independent
record label movement which was popularised in the 1950s by Nashville based Sun Records.
Despite being less categorically defined, subculture too existed long before punks, mods and
hippies and has resurfaced in many different forms since. “Popular subculture” (Hebdige,
1979) was subject to a process of mainstream enculturation during the 1970s, and was

quickly capitalised on by major organisations, and converted into something more readily
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marketable, which in many ways has problematised subcultural critique and driven
traditional subculturalists to disband. Like subculture, neo-tribalism is susceptible to the
typical devaluation of enculturation, a process which has been accelerated, less-typically, by

mediatisation, mass-production and globalisation.

Alternative culture has become a commodity which is being enculturated at progressively
faster speeds, this has encouraged major and dependent organisations to develop tools to
further accelerate this process. For example companies such as Indify and Instrumental are
powered by algorithms, the program detects the fastest growing artist profiles on social
media and streaming platforms, then charges a premium to its clients for the collected data.
These programs better facilitate already established cultural organisations, by allowing
privileged entities the advantage when sourcing new talent. These are but a few evolving
programs of the cultural cartel, a notion that the present study will later posit as a key

instigator in the evolution of subculture and post-subculture.

Sunbird Records as an organisation is not distinctly opposed to the cultural cartel, nor does
it celebrate these modes of control. The label is focussed on negotiating the cultural cartel’s
effects, that is to say, that Sunbird Records isn‘t above, below or outside of these forces,
instead, Sunbird Records is nested within the culture industry and in turn, creates a
dialogue with the cultural cartel. Sunbird Records generates difference through its
positioning and graphic productions. This is how Sunbird Records creates a much needed
context-specific alternative, by critiquing its relationship with the cultural cartel. Indeed, the
present study suggests that culture expands in the transformative relation caused by the
cultural cartel’s effects, which push for faster more forceful enculturation. This notion is
something which screenwriter Bruce Robinson highlights satirically as he writes: “They're
selling hippie wigs in Woolworths. The greatest decade in the history of mankind is over”
(Robinson, 1987). Robinson is somewhat parodying the notion of enculturation, while
capturing the loss of movement as the language of a subculture is enculturated. This could,
in turn, be perceived as forcing post-subculturalists to re-introduce dynamism into the

resulting space.

If alternative culture is inevitably consumed by major organisations, reproduced as mass-
media and controlled by cartel-like forces, then the opportunity for difference and opposition
might appear futile. However, it can be thought of as creating meaning through difference,
or the distinction of potential negative space. For example, in Society of The Spectacle,
Vaneigem’s contemporary Guy Debord explains how a “loss of quality” is “evident at every

level of spectacular language” as “the commodity form reduces everything to quantitative
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equivalence” (Debord, 1967, p.14). He is assertive with his subjective view of mass-
produced culture, however, it can be read that he implies a loss of authenticity, which
ethnographer Sarah Thornton makes comprehensible as she writes: “a musical form is
authentic when it is rendered essential to subculture” (Thornton, 1995, p.29). There is a
resonant theme between these two views that the mass-production of a culture devalues it
as a commodity, which reduces it to “quantitative equivalence”, resulting in the repression
of diverse subjectivities, which is what eventually consumed the subcultural. In relation to
these notions, neo-tribalism must act through lifestyle instead of consumption. An active
neo-tribalist must do more than simply contemplate, because neo-tribalists create meaning
through lifestyle and lived experience, which Debord articulates as he writes: “the less he
lives; the more he identifies with the dominant images of need, the less he understands his
own life and his own desires” (Debord, 1967, p.14). Debord is concerned with the mass-
production and consumption of “spectacle”, where Sunbird Records is a platform to

experience and develop those desires of alterity as a means of critiquing mass-culture.

There are many oppositions to mass-media, including two false oppositions to the
mainstream, firstly there is abstinence: to live outside that culture and to ignore the
mainstream—this is common for people that “do not have a TV” or “do not drink Coca-Cola”
but refuse to admit a phone is also a TV, in the same way a Laptop is, as are the large
screens in public squares. The other false-opposition context is viewing mainstream culture
from the outside looking in, but this assumes the possibility of evading the intrusive
presence of mainstream culture in the first place. Both oppositions are very different from
the notion of a propagation of culture, for example creating a commune, without interacting
with mainstream culture whatsoever. Sunbird Records offers something more strategised by
design, not something of romanticism, but rather a realist approach, in opposition to the
contemporary cultural cartel. Sunbird Records presents alternatives from within, by being
able to self-manage from within the already established framework of the culture industry,
offering a unique contribution to knowledge by internally resisting the cultural cartel.
Naturally, there are limitations to the extent of Sunbird Records’ independence, the
organisation is governed by the same rules that control every organisation in the United
Kingdom: HMRC, Companies House, etc. but for Sunbird Records there is an amount of

intrinsic independence due to its historic, social and geographic positioning.

The present study interrogates the cultural cartel by re-appropriating the goods of the
mainstream—overproduced records, eccentric videos, flamboyant performances—in a way
that is essential to post-subculture, and therefore by Thornton’s understanding of

subculture, might develop post-subcultural authenticity and from that post-subcultural
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capital (Thornton, 1995). The central aim is to perform difference—that is to say: make a
potential alternative actual. In doing so, this avoids what social critic Neil Postman calls
“culture-death” (Postman, 2005, p.172) which could result from the dominance of an
unchallenged cultural cartel, because without difference creating movement, our experience
of culture relaxes and the force of the cultural cartel goes unnoticed. In relation to
Postman’s notion of culture-death, Vaneigem develops a similar idea which he terms
“survival sickness”. Survival sickness is the state in which the individual experience of
everyday life suffers, something which Vaneigem insists can be altered by collective self-
management as he writes: “So general is survival sickness that any greater concentration of
lived experience cannot fail to unite most of humanity in a common will to live” (Vaneigem,
1967, p.142). For Vaneigem, The Revolution Of Everyday Life is the theoretical way to cure
survival sickness and avoid culture-death, by relieving the necessity for mass-produced
products, services and culture. The Revolution Of Everyday Life’s solution is to empower
collective self-management and self-sufficiency. These ideas are what the present study
hopes to critique through the articulation of the independent record label. The contemporary
independent record is not an autonomous entity, nor is it a major organisation, it is typically
a small business which can operate alone or in coalition with other organisations, it is also
malleable and adaptable, capable of mediating its inputs and outputs, this is what makes
the design of an independent record label a unique approach to better understanding post-

subcultural discourse.

Literature, both entertaining (Hell's Angels: A Strange and Terrible Saga—Hunter S.
Thompson) and informative (England's Dreaming—Jon Savage), often prioritises particular
subcultural moments, with many writers’ nostalgia, especially for punk, only serving to
render it more spectacular and fantastical: "Punk was beaten, but it had also won. If it had
been the project of the Sex Pistols to destroy the music industry, then they had failed”
(Savage 1991 p.541). This simply illustrates the typical nostalgia, romanticism and
revivalism restricting subculture in an attempt to make an era more fantastic. Many iconic
punk bands started with independent labels but eventually they signed to majors. For
example, the Sex Pistols were signed to Virgin records before eventually signing with
majors EMI, A&M, Warner Bros and Universal Music Group, and became a valuable product
to the music industry. By contrast, this study is invested in a forward-facing practical
approach to researching post-subculture, by insisting that more could be learnt about
present post-subculture by developing new ways of graphically articulating the design of

neo-tribes.
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Dick Hebdige suggests in his landmark publication Subculture: The Meaning of Style that
despite being insightful, participant observation as a methodology for ethnographic research
has its limitations. Hebdige claims that the “absence of any analytical or explanatory
framework has guaranteed such work a marginal status in the predominantly positivist
tradition of mainstream sociology” (Hebdige, 1979, p.75). In response to what Hebdige
identifies regarding this lack of analytical objectivity in subcultural discourse, the present
research aims to more clearly convey its findings, with the benefit of an advanced form of
this method, namely design and critique, which allows the present study to not only
participate and observe a post-subcultural movement, but to design the parameters which

allow that culture to exists and simultaneously critique its development.

In an interview with BBC4, referring to the Sex Pistols, Wilson over emphasises the role
Manchester played in the punk movement, he suggests that after the Sex Pistols’ gig at the
Lesser Free Trade Hall, punk “took root in Manchester in a way that it couldn’t have taken
root anywhere else”, however, he then articulates the nature of fringe subcultural
dynamism as he elaborates: “because this was the perfect dirty, northern industrial town,
with boredom, and with unemployment, and somehow this became the punk city” (Wilson,
2009). According to Tony Wilson, co-founder of Factory, it was necessary to base Factory in
Manchester and not London because innovation could only be optimised out of the spotlight
and on the fringe. Music journalist Barry Nicolson wrote a feature for NME around the eighth
anniversary of Wilson’s death, in which he suggests that: “not only did he believe in the
city’s cultural potential at a time when few saw any to speak of, but he was determined to
realise it, to give Manchester a new sense of itself.” Wilson believed this revitalisation could
be achieved through cultural production and the development of alternative culture in
contrast with London. Moreover, Nicolson writes: “"Wilson envisioned Factory not as a
business, but as an engine for cultural regeneration” (Nicolson, 2015). As the production of
mass-media expands in dominance and consumes more of the music industry, the fringe,
where almost a lack of culture exists, becomes an anti-culture, a zone where subversion
and resistance finds its place in cultural discourse. The present study revitalises some of

Factory’s more successful tactics, developing new strategies to critique their efficacy.

Context-sensitive artist and facilitator Theaster Gates organised a significant gathering
under the identity Sanctum (Sanctum, November 21, 2009) in 2015, for 24 days, 24 hours
a day. In Bristol, Gates constructed a site which he nhamed Temple Church. The venue
became a hub for a temporary swarm of cultural activity, fed meaning by artists, musicians,
producers, participants and consumers. Gates is interested in activating cultural dynamism

in a type of anti-spectacular way, in the sense that the venue was populated by exclusive
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participators. The venue famously hosted small-scale happenings with very limited room for
observers. This was done in stark contrast to more spectacular happenings, such as the
events held at the Academy Music Group’s chain-like music venues, which dominate each
major city in the UK, including Bristol. The main function of the gathering is to share
contemporary ideas, information and culture. Gates hints at the present research’s theme
when he states: “"To make the thing that makes the thing” (Gates, 2016). Gates is referring
to factors such as identity, organisation and production, in other words developing the
infrastructure that creates meaningful cultural dynamism. Gates is interested in designing
the parameters that allow for cultural interchange to take place, this notion of creating
frameworks, structures and parameters is what the present study posits as neo-tribal
organisation. These parameters or constraints typically undergo a process of refinement
which can be considered a process of design. The organisation of an event such as Gates’
Sanctum is similar in many ways to the construction of a creative space, it has a direct
effect on the cultural movement that occurs within it. The same factors underpin the design
and construction of Sunbird Records. Although, where Sanctum only temporarily offered a
platform, Sunbird Records is strategically positioned to offer a more permanent structure for

neo-tribal participants to develop cultural dynamism within.

Gates is also interested in fringe culture, something that the present study finds
synonymous with alternative culture. As part of Sanctum’s promotional material, it is
regularly suggested that Gates employs a “working principle of seeing and reflecting upon
the unseen, unvisited and under-heard” (Gates, 2015). This is the culture which we can
assume to be alternative, subcultural, counter-cultural and post-subcultural. In many ways
Gates acts as a cultural catalyst, because he brings “unseen, unvisited and under-heard”
artists to the forefront of their context-specific circumstances, this culture experiences an
amount of additional cultural interchange as a result of this additional exposure. All of this
activity enters into a relationship with mainstream culture and the effects of culture held in
a cartel. For his essay ‘Weightless Data: The New Heavy Freight’, designer and author
Adrian Shaughnessy is conscious of these modes of cultural oppression, he explains how
digital networks such as the internet have challenged conventional methods of distributing
culture, good and services, etc. he goes on to asserts that contemporary modes of
distribution have: “been largely taken over by the oligarchs of Silicon Valley, every system,
every regime, has within it the seed of its own subversion.” (Shaughnessy, 2018, p.56)
What Shaughnessy alludes to is the assumed state of equilibrium our culture is subject to,
as presently the culture industry is subject to an amount of easily controlled digital

oppression, for Shaughnessy the “seed of its own subversion” has already been planted and
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indeed the results of a counter-culture might already be in development, for example, the

rebirth of retro physical products such as vinyl and tape records.

The cultural cartel progressively controls more of the creative industry and oppresses in
more subtle and delicate ways as it evolves. Peter Saville, the graphic designer for Factory
Records, attests to the effectiveness of this approach when in an interview he states: “It's
during the current era that in a way the cultural canon has become entirely integrated, or
appropriated, for the purposes of commercial practice” (Saville, 2012). Saville is talking
about the way in which design, like music, has been reduced to commerciality, to serve a
more diluted purpose than previously. Later in the interview, Saville also discusses the
conflict between the “marketing man” and the “designer”: “So when you were fighting the
marketing men, saying ‘look there is a better way of doing this’ it kind of felt worthwhile,
but when the marketing people sit there and say ‘how do we seduce’ that’s the problem”
(Saville, 2012). Here Saville is addressing the difficulty of being a designer whose primary
function is to serve capitalism in its crudest form. Understandably, Saville romanticises a
time when graphic designers had more influence on their clients and could assert their own
creative practice. When asked about the challenge facing communication designers today
Saville comments on how for the graphic designer “the toughest thing is maintaining a
sense of integrity in the work they are doing” (Saville, 2012). While more nuanced, for the
sake of the present research it can be assumed that "maintaining a sense of integrity” for
Saville results from retaining an existing position, in relation with the cultural cartel. In this
sense, Sunbird Records is driven with a clear purpose: to critique the cultural cartel by
encouraging the shift described by Vaneigem towards generalised self-management in art

and culture.

The present research is studying the design and organisation of a parallel system ready to
replace the existing system which is oppressed by the cultural cartel. This study will test the
efficacy of these responses and investigate the neo-tribal dialect that develops with these
productions. Cultural theorist Ross Haenfler in his 2014 book: Subcultures, suggests that
post-subcultural theory puts too much emphasis on the importance of “consumption and
leisure in alternative cultures; consuming a lifestyle trumps politics or a coherent worldview
for many participants” (Haenfler, 2014, p.12). For Haenfler, subcultural theorists focus on
subcultures’ need for consumption and leisure time—notions that could only empower the
cultural cartel—this research will focus on the organisation of the independent record label

in order to support its participants.
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Chapter One

Graphic: Designing Aesthetic Significance.

This chapter explores both the accidental and the strategized design of an independent
record label’s graphic productions. These graphic productions typically become vehicles to
both transfer and substantiate post-subculture, critiquing examples generated by Vertigo
Records, Factory Records, Warp Records and Sunbird Records. For the sake of the present
study, we must consider the graphic production as an ambiguous visual interpretation of
musical forms, music movements, design forms and design movements, all of which are
given meaning by the contextual situation unique to each production. Thus the notion of a
graphic production goes far beyond the aesthetic, as the present study considers meta-
levels of meaning found beneath the aesthetic surface of a graphic production. The deeper
conceptual and contextual meanings of post-subcultural graphic production are significant
for neo-tribal cultural organisations as they, upon critique and reflection, help develop new
strategies for further neo-tribal graphic productions. What might be unnoticeable to most
consumers, is significant for Vaneigem as he writes: “It was as if they were in a cage whose
door might as well have been wide open, for they could not escape, nothing outside the
cage had any significance” (Vaneigem, 1967, p.23). In this way, graphic productions are
often used to satisfy, persuade or manipulate consumers. Without consumers capable of
interpreting meta-information, the graphic production’s message can be miss-interpreted or
fail to hold any significance at all. This chapter analyses the conditions surrounding selected
productions, to better understand their relevance in relation to post-subcultural discourse,

and the techniques employed by labels to cultivate or capitalise on them.
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(Schult, 1974)

Vertigo Records is a UK based record label originally developed as a subsidiary label of
Phonogram Inc. in 1969 by Olav Wyper, before eventually being acquired by Universal
Music UK. The label has released music by rock artists such as Black Sabbath, Genesis,
Metallica, KISS and Bon Jovi. Interestingly, while physical copies of music dominated the
music industry, the label also focussed on importing records, bringing foreign music culture
to the UK for distribution. Vertigo Records were responsible for importing and distributing
seminal krautrock artists Kraftwerk, but more significantly the re-design of Kraftwerk’s
Autobahn sleeve artwork, which went on to become one of the most influential and iconic
graphic productions in electronic music culture. The original sleeve designs for Autobahn
were produced by German artist Emil Schult, depicting an over-saturated hyper-lucid
German motorway, and the reverse cover depicted the band as passengers inside a moving
car. Graphically, at that time, this might have been a competent and accepted album sleeve
design. However, when Vertigo Records imported the album to the UK in 1974, the label
had their in-house design team re-produce the cover art, using only the motorway sign.
This remix of the original album cover became the iconic and lasting representation of

Kraftwerk’s Autobahn.
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KRAFTWERM AUTOBAIIN

e — Sl

(Vertigo, 1974)

In order to compete with the major labels’ over-competency at dominating the media, there
is perhaps more impetus for subcultural and post-subcultural producers to be innovative in
order to sell records. What makes Kraftwerk interesting graphically, is that since the band
formed in 1970 they have consistently been a cornerstone in the field of electronic music, as
well as repeatedly being a reference point for the graphic production of music culture.
Kraftwerk went on to develop a performance-based graphic installation titled Minimum-
Maximum in 2004, that toured extensively. The performance eventually became a 3D visual
show which travelled globally and was eventually released as 3-D The Catalogue featuring
all 8 studio albums and their counterpart 3D live performances. These performances, where
the audience received 3D glasses upon arrival, demonstrated the band’s ability to lead in
the application of technology to music culture nearly forty years after they formed.
Kraftwerk’s Minimum-Maximum, established extended platforms for the consumption of
their culture, developing information to be communicated as an expansion of music.
Through their graphic productions, we can see them develop new strategies for
substantiating subculture. These strategies are what inform subcultural discourse, and in

turn influence the design of subcultural music productions thereafter.
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(Kraftwerk, 2017)

In 1975 Manchester based design student Peter Saville was dramatically affected by the
cover of Autobahn, later commenting: “the Autobahn sign had a markedly profound and
enlightening influence upon me. In a way, I would say it was my first basic lesson in
semiotics” (Saville, 2015, p.61). This aesthetic became a major reference point for graphic
designers, especially designers invested in music culture, and for Saville, this was the
language that he eventually played a role in popularising in Manchester. What this
demonstrates is the way in which culture disseminates through a network. In relation to
Latour’s actor-network theory, potential culture is co-opted by re-interpreters, the more
active and practiced the actor (Latour, 1996), the more prominent their reproduction of that
culture becomes. Saville Studios became a leading actor for the modernist language

developed from Kraftwerk’s Autobahn record sleeve.

Established in 1978 by Tony Wilson, Alan Erasmus, Martin Hannett and Peter Saville,
Factory Records was a record label based in Manchester, which developed strategies for
independent record labels and organised its affiliates in an unorthodox fashion, making
Factory Records a unique context specific record label. Factory Records were influential in
their nurturing of bands like Joy Division, New Order and Happy Mondays, yet the label
facilitated a broader spectrum of artists, producers and designers. The label was
instrumental in developing a subcultural movement in Manchester and some of its graphic
productions are still available for consumption as past subcultural signifiers, despite the

label ceasing operations in 1992. Therefore Factory Record’s graphic productions could be
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considered the label's successor, as its culture has outlived the organisation that facilitated

its creation.

(Saville, 1978)

A Factory Sampler was their first record to be pressed to vinyl in 1978, featuring works by
Joy Division, The Durutti Column, John Dowie and Cabaret Voltaire, produced by Martin
Hannett, Laurie Latham and C.P.Lee, mastered by George Peckham and given an aesthetic
treatment by Peter Saville. The majority of the record’s conceptual development was
orchestrated by the label’s organisers, until the label outsourced its physical pressing to
Carlton Productions. A Factory Sampler is an example of collective design, a localised
sociological construction that produced a cultural artefact, a response to produce culture in
what at the time was a relatively—in comparison with London—bleak and disparate cultural
landscape. A Factory Sampler could be considered as one of the earliest examples of a neo-
tribal production, assimilating information and re-contextualising it with a previously
unheard dialect. In some ways, the transition between subculture and post-subculture,
renders subculture obsolete. For Hebdige, subculture was only ever a transitory movement,
he explains how subcultural productions can be considered artistic, but only in relation to “a
particular context; not as timeless objects, judged by immutable criteria of traditional
aesthetics, but as ‘appropriations’, ‘thefts’, subversive transformations, as movement”
(Hebdige, 1979, p.129). For Hebdige, subculture has context-specific significance and for
Factory this context-specific significance was explored through the production of A Factory
Sampler. In practice, context-specific culture, like subcultural productions, have been

nullified by globalisation and the reduction of context. This transition towards massification
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creates diluted and then mass-produced reproductions of culture. This complicates the
efficacy of context-specific subcultural productions, which catalyses the emergence of neo-

tribalism as a tactical mechanism to create new context specificities.

When American artist Andy Warhol founded his studio The Factory in 1962, it operated very
differently to Factory Records, despite both organisations utilising and pioneering primitive
neo-tribal strategies. Warhol’s Factory was an organisation actively employing more
structured production methods, but within the context of cultural production. Defining
Warhol’s Factory as neo-tribal or subcultural is problematic because the organisation utilised
individual entities but arranged them in an unusual way. For a short period of time, Warhol
managed American rock band The Velvet Underground, who were part of a major
experimental-rock subcultural movement. In becoming part of Warhol’s Factory, The Velvet
Underground became a subcultural component within another subcultural organisation. In
contrast, Factory Records was famous for being badly organised as a business, yet as a
collective of cultural producers, they were practicing a more forward-thinking holacratic
approach, sharing Tony Wilson’s vision of Factory Records as “an engine for cultural
regeneration” (Nicolson, 2015). Factory Records were catalytic in bump starting the notion
of Manchester as a music scene, in opposition to the established London scene. In some
ways, Factory Records used more neo-tribal tactics than Warhol’s Factory because Wilson’s
organisation very clearly and combatively defined its anti-position. This became a strategy
which could be considered neo-tribal, in ideologically restricting consumption to an exclusive
geographic location, and through this isolated contextual articulation, the organisation
designed itself a unique consumer demographic. It is difficult to categorically define the
beginning and end of subculture, and the beginning and end of post-subculture because
they are, by their nature, analogous cultural movements. Subculture appears as a means of
subverting broader culture, but upon the nullification of a subcultures efficacy,
subculturalists are forced to develop new tactics, which develop as post-subcultural

movements such as the emergence of neo-tribes.

When considering these two organisations, Factory Records almost accidentally utilised a
more holocratic (Robertson, 2016) approach to the label’s structure, allowing each artist,
producer and band to function as self-managing components. In his 2015 book Holacracy:
The Revolutionary Management System That Abolishes Hierarchy, writer Brian Robertson
compares a holacratic organisation to the internal components of the human body. He
states: “a network of autonomous self-organizing entities” that “take in messages, process
them, and generate output. Each has a function and has the autonomy to organise how it

completes that function” (Robertson, 2016, p.21). What Robertson means here is that
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operative holacracy is an organised fluid network of self-managing components, functioning
to achieve goals that benefit the whole organisation or the holacratic entity. Factory Records
was infamous for its eccentric self-organisation, which positioned the label as part of an
independent movement that questioned conventional methods of cultural production. The
label challenged the types of strategies employed by more established organisations.
Interestingly, the organisation of Factory Records was as challenging as some of the
material produced by the label. Indeed, the way the label was composed and arranged was
as important to the development of subcultural discourse as the culture that the label’s

artists produced, which makes it an apt case study for the present studies themes.

Saville was a key component in shaping the aesthetic of Factory Records and served as the
primary art-director of the label before its demise in 1992. Inspired by designers like
Herbert Bayer and Jan Tschichold, Saville was instrumental in disseminating their modernist
graphic language throughout Manchester with Factory Records. By looking at some of
Factory Record’s visual language we have an insight into the inner workings of the label.

In his 1967 essay ‘On Typography’, seminal graphic designer and Bauhaus alumni Herbert
Bayer writes: “the typographic revolution was not an isolated event but went hand in hand
with a new social, political consciousness and, consequently, with the building of new
cultural foundations” (Bayer, 1967). The foundations that Bayer alludes to are indeed the
foundations that Saville re-appropriates when he utilises a modernist aesthetic language,
using bold, paired down and reduced graphic forms in a context-specific environment to
create meaning. By associating this—then more European—visual language with popular
culture, Saville and Factory Records made modernism more comprehensible and accessible
for subcultural consumers, the Factory Records logo is an example of this appropriation.
This graphic language became a unique selling point and iconic signifier of Factory Records.
Saville almost acted as an interpreter, disseminating aesthetic language directly into
Manchester. This could have been considered a juxtaposition in relation to the social and
political conscience of Manchester, as the city was going through a period of regeneration,
despite the post-apocalyptic account of Manchester that Factory Records would have you

believe.
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Factory Records

(Saville, 1978)

There is a clear connection between Saville’s utilisation of signage aesthetic and the
influential re-appropriation of Autobahn. One can imagine the appropriation of modernist
graphic design in contemporary music culture, as an innovation that spread through a web-
like network from Disseldorf’s Kraftwerk, to Manchester’s Factory Records and then onto
even more remote nodes of the network, before eventually the signal returns entirely
reshaped. The application of an aesthetic like modernism to music culture can only have
significance if either the conditions for its significance coincidentally exist or a force is
cultivating the conditions for its significance to exist. For Factory Records, its logo was a
combination of both these circumstances. As industrial production waned in the then
transforming northern metropolis, Saville used the factory icon because it succeeded a
history of industrial iconography, transforming it into a symbol for new cultural production.
This, paired with a slightly displaced Helvetica Bold, was the application of design as a force

of cultivation.

Swiss typeface designers Max Miedinger and Eduard Hoffman designed Neue Haas Grotesk
or Helvetica in 1957. This kick-started the typographic modernist revolution, something

which Dutch designer and typographer Wim Crouwel believed added objectivity to type
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design. Crouwel suggests in Gary Hustwit’s 2007 film Helvetica, that the typeface: “was
more neutral, and neutralism was a word that we loved. It should be neutral. It shouldn't
have a meaning in itself. The meaning is in the content” (Hustwitt, 2007). The Factory
Records logo utilised a typeface and graphic language which was largely adopted by
commercial and corporate graphic design. At almost the same time as Factory were
developing FAC 115: Factory Records Stationary, which was to be released in 1984, the
New-York city subway system started using the same typeface for all of its signage designs.
When Helvetica is applied to a record label like Factory Records, it creates a new
significance because of its context. The same hyper-legible language is used today in
transport, safety and medical signage globally, and as the various strains of Helvetica
evolve, so too do the typefaces interpretations, meaning that a graphic production is

constantly evolving and changing as our culture evolves with it.

Influenced by Kraftwerk’s Autobahn, Saville is clearly employing similar design strategies for
example, both designs utilise re-appropriated signage as a means of communication,
making juxtaposition the mechanism. To take something like signage and use it in the
context of album artwork in 1974, changed conceptions of iconography. In this instance, its
the re-interpretation of an everyday icon that gives meaning to the Factory Records’ logo.
This re-interpretation and the utilisation of juxtaposition, creates meaning out of otherwise
potentially meaningless graphic production. This notion of re-interpretation is something
that Vaneigem insists our culture must pursue as he writes: “The modern world has to learn
what it already knows, become what it already is, through a great exorcism of obstacles,
through practice” (Vaneigem, 1967, p.3). For Vaneigem this is the act of living and re-
learning to live, making the recapturing of subjectivity the key to revolutionary potential.
For an independent record label’ s graphic output, the same recapturing or re-appropriation

of graphic language could be equally as empowering.
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"CLOSER-

(Saville, 1980)

After working with Joy Division of Factory Records, Saville designed the record sleeve for
Closer, which was released in July 1980, less than two months after Ian Curtis’ death. It
depicted a photograph by Bernard Pierre Wolff, taken of The Appiani Family Tomb by
Demetrio Paernio in the Cimitero monumentale di Staglieno (a cemetery in Staglieno, Italy).
Demetrio’s sculpture depicts “a family grieving at the deathbed” (Louder Than War, 2013).
This, in the light of Ian Curtis’ suicide, was a volatile graphic. Saville and Wilson both claim
the design was finalised before Curtis’ death, and that they decided to keep the graphic

despite its controversial context-specific situation.

The photograph used on the cover of Closer creates meaning with each stage of its
production, as well as in contrast with Demetrio Paernio’s intentions for the photograph.
What results is a graphic with many meta-levels of representation and interpretation. The
point of convergence between Saville and his audience carries different tiers of
understanding, depending on the viewer's history with the label, the band, the
photographer, the sculptor, with each tier adding greater fidelity to the viewer's translation.
The sleeve for Closer was significant, not so much because of its technical or design
prowess, but because it conceptually re-appropriates an image, and through post-
production (Bourriaud, 2002) the image is given new meaning, a meaning which is
accessible on many levels, dependant on the consumer. More precisely the Closer cover art
was part of a significant context specific discourse which became part of a broader context

specific cultural movement.
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Saville, post Curtis’ death, stated that he didn't believe the image was a photograph of a
real tomb: “it's a postmodern juxtaposition of a contemporary work housed in the antique.
At first, I didn‘t believe the photo was an actual tomb” (Saville, 2011). This is pertinent
because it highlights Saville’s utilisation of an aesthetic tone. Saville is less interested in the
actual tomb and more interested in the evocation of melancholy, which comes from the
representation of a tomb. Saville was using the image because of its semiotic value, not
because of the value held in the tomb’s portrayal or the value held in the photographer’s

choice of framing, choice of lens or choice of exposure.

Saville suggested interior and graphic designer Ben Kelly produce the interior of Factory
Records’ next bold venture, Fac 51, The Hagienda. Staying true to the label’s employment of
juxtaposed symbolism, the venue famously housed “bold directional and warning markings,
neon bar signs, bollards and cats-eyes which mapped out the dance-floor” (BKD, 1982).
This became the physical home of Factory Records, an incubator for the developing
Manchester rave movement. Financially it spelt disaster for the label and a contributing
factor to the downfall of Factory Records. However, by this time the label had already made
its mark in the narrative of independent record label culture, and in doing so it generated

new narratives for the design of an independent record label.

In 1989 Steve Beckett, Rob Mitchell and Robert Gordon founded Warp Records. A similar
narrative can be seen threaded through this label’s origins, a small group hoping to create
an improved platform for the production and consumption of alternative culture. Warp
Records were originally based in Sheffield and worked with The Designers Republic to
develop their branding, cover art and print material. Interestingly, in 2010 the founder and
primary graphic designer of The Designers Republic was interviewed for the Creative Arts
Magazine. When asked if he could draw a parallel between his work and the work of Saville,
he stated: “You could draw parallels, but I wouldn't; neither would I regard Neville (Brody),
Peter (Saville) and Malcolm (Garrett) as iconic, or anything other than passionate and
eloquent fellow designers” (Anderson, 2010). Anderson diverts slightly from the central aim
of the question, which is focused on the similarities between Warp and Anderson in
Sheffield, and Factory and Saville in Manchester. The present chapter posits that had
Factory Records been founded in 1989, and Warp Records been founded in 1978, similar
narratives might have emerged but in reverse. Warp Records became a well recognised
cultural component in the field of electronic music, but more notably Warp Records
pioneered and developed the notion of dance music as something more than just
entertainment, which then became the label’s main focus. This development makes Warp

Records an interesting subject for the present study, so too does the fact that Warp is now
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one the largest independent record labels, with artists such as Aphex Twin, Brian Eno,

Squarepusher, Autechre and Flying Lotus.

(Artificial Intelligence)
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listening music from Warp

(Warp, 1992)

In 1992 Warp Records released a compilation album called Artificial Intelligence, the
album’s design articulated techno music as something with more depth, where until now
techno music had only really been considered as a culture 