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Ray Cooper obituary 

One-time pot-smoking hippy who championed U2, signed the Spice Girls and 
became one of the richest music executives in the world 

 
Cooper with Mick Jagger of the Rolling Stones in Los Angeles in 1997 

Christmas 1996 was a particularly good one for Ray Cooper, and a winning bet of £100 at 25-1 
on the Spice Girls topping the charts on December 25 with their third single, 2 Become 1, was 
merely the icing on the festive cake. 

Far more significant was that, as joint managing director of the UK division of the Spice Girls’ 
record label, Virgin, the group’s success was about to make Cooper one of the most powerful 
and richest men in the global music industry. The phenomenal sales racked up by the Spice 
Girls made Virgin the biggest-selling label in Britain. Nine months after winning his bet, 
Cooper was made joint president of Virgin’s American division, with an annual turnover of 
close to $1 billion (about £1.3 billion today). 

He also found himself in the gossip columns discussing the marital aspirations of Victoria 
Adams, aka Posh Spice. Responding to rumours surrounding the day when Posh first met David 
Beckham, Cooper confirmed that she gone to a Manchester United match “with the express 
purpose of meeting Ryan Giggs. When she was there she ended up talking to ‘Becks’ and her 
interest in Giggs soon evaporated.” 

While the invasion of the US charts by British acts was a long-established phenomenon, the 
occupation of the American music industry’s boardrooms by British executives was a rarer 
event. Cooper crossed the Atlantic with his long-term business partner, Ashley Newton, who 
moved to Los Angeles with him as co-president. 

While his musical tastes lay in some of rock’s less explored pastures, he had fought and won a 
bidding war against at least three other leading labels to sign the Spice Girls and marketed 
Virgin’s prized pop asset with flair. To sell the group to the US market, Cooper had flown to 
America with his wannabe stars in 1995 and arranged for them to perform their high-octane 
song-and-dance act for every industry mover and shaker in LA, accompanied by nothing more 
than a beatbox.  

“I took them around every office and they just burst in,” Cooper told the author David Sinclair, 
who wrote the group’s biography, Wannabe: How the Spice Girls Reinvented Pop Fame. “All 
the key people got to see the routine and meet the girls fresh out of the box.” 



For Cooper, it was a triumph. He had worked his way up from storeman in the warehouse of an 
obscure folk label to running one of the biggest record companies in the world and surfing the 
zeitgeist with perhaps the most potent pop sensation since the Beatles. “The Spice Girls were 
the realisation of something from the Thatcher years, which insisted that commercialism is 
God,” he reasoned. “They just wanted to have a lot of success, they wanted to have an amazing 
amount of fun doing it and they were just the perfect people to execute it.”   

Such pop success is, of course, ephemeral and by the turn of the decade the era of the Spice 
Girls was almost over. The group’s third album, Forever, released in 2000, made only No 39 in 
the US charts. Sitting in his plush Beverly Hills office, Cooper was not unduly fazed; there were 
plenty of other successful acts to sustain the label’s dominance, including the Rolling Stones, 
Janet Jackson and Daft Punk.			

What few realised was that digital downloading, streaming and illegal file-sharing were about to 
undo the traditional record industry. Cooper and Newton represented the last of a dying breed of 
label bosses who had been masters of pop’s sonic universe. After a five-year reign at Virgin 
America, they left the label in 2002. 

 

The Spice Girls in the mid-1990s    ALAMY 

Ever versatile, Cooper remodelled himself as a multimedia consultant in the brave new digital 
world, with clients that included the virtual reality company Magic Leap. At heart he remained 
a music man who loved the records his artists made as much as the sales figures they generated, 
and he was aware that he had got out of the record industry “just in time”.   

Raymond John Cooper was born with his twin sister, Pam, in 1948 in Sheffield, the son of Jack 
Cooper, a bookkeeper, and his wife, Gladys, who was a ballroom dancing teacher. Nicknamed 
“Rockin’ Raymond”, he passed his 11-plus and went to High Storrs Grammar School. By the 
time he left at the age of 16 with three O levels to take a job as a commercial trainee with a steel 
company, he was avidly reading the New Musical Express, or NME, every week and developed 
an encyclopaedic knowledge of pop music.   

Embracing the counterculture of the time, he grew his hair, started using illicit substances and 
then, one weekend in 1967, borrowed a car to drive to London to see Pink Floyd play at the all-
night hippy club Middle Earth. Three years later he moved to London and landed a job as a 
warehouseman with Transatlantic Records, not because he wanted to work in the music 
industry, but simply to pay the rent. He became a salesman “by accident” when the company 
needed someone who had a driving licence to deliver the label’s records to the shops. He 
relished the job as an opportunity “to talk the girls behind the shop counters into bed”, but the 
entrepreneurial spirit did not come naturally. “I could never have imagined myself as a 
successful career-minded individual,” he said later, describing his youthful self with remarkable 
candidness as “a pot-smoking, wild-eyed, lazy, dole-addicted, relatively useless member of 
some hippy society”.   



His persuasive manner led to a promotion to sales manager and he moved on to bigger labels, 
first at Anchor Records and then Jet, where he survived working for the notorious Don Arden. 
His success in promoting ELO for Arden’s label led to him being headhunted by Chris 
Blackwell, the owner of Island Records, where he was an early cheerleader for an Irish band 
called U2. It was at Island that he met Ashley Newton, with whom he formed a formidable 
partnership as they turned U2 into one of the biggest bands in the world. In recognition of their 
success, Blackwell loaned them his home in Jamaica in 1987 for a two-week holiday. They 
returned to Britain determined to start their own record label.   

When they sheepishly informed their employer that they were leaving, they expected a fusillade 
over their apparent ingratitude. Instead, after a long silence, the urbane Blackwell simply asked: 
“What can I do to help?”   

The pair set up Circa Records and enjoyed success with Massive Attack, Neneh Cherry and the 
like. Five years later they sold the label — and themselves — to Virgin.   

According to Martin Lewis, co-creator/producer of The Secret Policeman’s Ball and a close 
friend and colleague for 45 years, Cooper “lacked any airs and graces and believed in the old-
fashioned virtues of gallantry and loyalty . . . Even when he was living in L.A., he kept in close 
touch with friends in Sheffield whom he had known since childhood.”  

He is survived by his partner, Philippa Hubsch, whom he met in 1997 when she was working 
for Virgin, but his ability to charm women led to a complex web of family affiliations. He is 
also survived by a son, Christopher Robin, who is the product of a dalliance in the 1960s, and 
by a daughter, Becky, from his marriage to Lesley Cooper. He also acted as a stepfather to 
Liana Massiah, the daughter of the Barbadian-born singer Zeeteah Massiah, with whom Cooper 
once had a long-term relationship. Liana is a chef. Becky lives in Edinburgh and has a family of 
her own.   

Although music was his passion, he was interested in art, a voracious reader and lifelong 
follower of his local football team Sheffield Wednesday. When he was diagnosed several years 
ago with a rare neurological condition, primary progressive aphasia, which impairs language 
and causes memory loss, he apparently responded with a typical soundbite: “It sounds like a 
really bad Seventies prog-rock band!”   

He was in Britain looking for a house, having made the decision to move back from America, 
when he recently fell ill.   

Having always maintained an infectious joie de vivre, Cooper freely admitted his “incredulity” 
at having risen to such an exalted position in the music industry — and remained there for so 
long.   

Ray Cooper, music executive, was born on December 16, 1948. He died from an infection 
on July 28, 2018, aged 69 

 

 

 

 

 

	


