  STRAWBERRY GUY BIO

“I’m very attached to this record,” says Alex Stephens aka Strawberry Guy. “I was sad when it was finished. People think you’d be really happy because you’ve accomplished something but I love the creative process so much that it’s tough when it’s over.”

However, that initial grieving period of having made your greatest record to date and realising the creative part is over with has quickly given way to giddy excitement as Stephens gears up to release this deeply significant record to him. “I’m so happy with it,” he enthuses. “I think this record sounds like a big step up.”

The step up can be felt across all of the album. From the songwriting to the production to the scope, ambition and tender heart of it, it feels like an album that Stephens has put everything into. “I find it a little bit hard to talk about this record because it is quite an emotional one,” says Stephens, who by the end of the recording session looked around during the album playback to see a room full of people in tears.

The room in question was part of Sonic Ranch in Texas, the world’s largest residential recording studio complex. It was quite the leap for an artist who was once synonymous with crafting dreamy indie-pop songs at home. “Going from my bedroom to probably one of the best studios in the world was like, ‘whoa!’,” he says. “I certainly felt a bit of imposter syndrome there initially but I settled in quickly once I was in the workflow. I’m very passionate when I’m in that zone.”

It’s been a remarkable few years for Stephens. The Welsh artist released his debut EP in 2019, followed by his debut album Sun Outside My Window in 2021. Both marked him as a bold new talent crafting deeply singular impressionistic music that touched upon everything from 19th-century classical music to golden-era 20th-century pop songwriting. However, in the lead up to his debut album, something completely unexpected happened. His track, “Mrs Magic”, went viral on TikTok. And once it took off, it never stopped: he now has 11 million monthly listeners and over a billion streams. “Honestly, it took me by a lot of surprise,” he says. “I wrote my past two records when I was working as a cleaner. So, it’s fair to say that my life has kind of flipped upside down.” He now spends his time split between LA and Liverpool. “When I miss the sun, I go back over there, and when I miss British culture, I come back here,” he laughs.

While in some instances virality can often equate to fleeting vacuousness in the social media age, Strawberry Guy is a refreshing antidote to that narrative, and proof that meticulously crafted songs can simply sometimes resonate on a profoundly deep and far-reaching level. And given that Stephens was able to achieve that while making home recordings, his new album – created with all the embellishments that come with extensive time in a huge studio filled with vintage gear – allowed him to reach new heights. “It felt like such a luxury to record in a studio like that,” he says. “The bedroomy stuff that I made years ago, I think I was always trying to make it sound grand, and I think it did sound grand in some ways, but this record sounds like something else. There are moments where it is very grand and then other moments where it’s intimate and maybe a little haunting – hauntingly comforting.”

The opening “I’ll Never Feel That Young Again” sets the tone and feel of the album, one that harnesses the pronounced feelings of change that Stephens has gone through in recent years, but also musically, as rich, engulfing and beautifully layered strings stir the record to life. “To be able to work with a string quartet was a dream come true,” says Stephens. “And then we layered all the strings so that it sounded like a full orchestra.”

With Stephens directing every single moving piece of this record, as well as producing it and mixing it himself, it’s not a stretch to draw comparisons to Brian Wilson’s immersive studio approach. This is someone with a perfectly formed crystalline vision of the kind of music he wants to make. However, despite the bold ambition and huge production of the album, this very much is not a case of an artist throwing anything and everything onto a record just because he can. There is still a remarkable subtlety, nuance and restraint displayed on an album that is also brimming with ideas and glistening production. Despite the sonic ambition of the record, it’s a tender, fragile, intimate and occasionally melancholic album that is a very personal one for Stephens. “I find I write in times of sadness to help me try and overcome that feeling,” he says. “I guess in some ways it’s a self-help album. I wanted to create music that is medicating for the mind. It helped me at one point and I hope I can pass that on to someone else. It’s kind of like the ultimate hopecore record. It feels like some kind of guiding light to me almost.”

While Stephens doesn’t want to delve into the personal issues that underpin the album in any detail, these feelings are reflected in many of the songs’ titles and lyrical sentiments. The unshakably infectious “Only Gets Better” – with a piano melody and vocal refrain that lingers in your head for days – is a beautiful ode to overcoming difficulties and having a glimpse into a future that he thinks might just be brighter. Similarly, the poignant yet potent “Give Me A Dream” – as sparse piano keys and Stephens’ tender yet stirring voice give way to huge sweeping strings – is a powerful depiction of hope and clinging onto beauty during times of turbulence. “Love Me Like You Used To” is a simply gorgeous piece of music that showcases Stephens’ knack for songcraft. “You Saved My Life That Day” is equally lovely and devastating, and is emblematic of Stephens’ ability to merge sparse yet fluid piano parts with huge engulfing strings that swing you back and forth between fraught emotional states. Meanwhile, the closing “Better Man” is an exquisite rumination on manhood. “I feel men need songs like that to help them feel and be vulnerable – and songs specifically targeting them – which I’d never done before,” says Stephens.

Throughout the album, Stephens holds you in a vice-like grip between vulnerability and fragility, as well as hope and optimism, exploring the tightrope balance that is making it through life intact. “Sometimes I think: why do I make music like this?” laughs Stephens. However, he knows personally on a deep level the kind of power it holds, and wishes the same for other people who spend time with this record. “Music is a way of giving myself hope and clarity,” he says. “And I think that if I can give that to other people, then that’s a beautiful thing.” 
