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Foreword

Putting into words what The Cure mean to me isn’t easy. I’m sure like everyone reading this, their music has played a huge and profound part in my life. They were the first band whose music really captivated me. They were the first band I ever saw live, and Disintegration was the first record I ever bought. I’ve fallen in love with many, many bands and artists in my life as a music fan, but my love for The Cure, unlike some of them, has never wavered. Their music first touched me at a time in my life when I was absolutely open to the expansive romanticism and the depth of feeling contained in their records. Through them, I discovered other wonderful musicians, poets and authors; they were a gateway to a world far bigger than the one I knew, and I’m eternally grateful for that.

One of the many things I love about The Cure is the amount of music they’ve made, and the mountains of trivia pertaining to every aspect of the band. As a teenage music fan, falling in love with music for the first time, finding out everything I could about the band was an essential part of the process. This was especially challenging (and fun!) In a pre-internet age. This book was made for me and the countless others like me. The Cure are easy to fall in love with and hard to forget.

The first thing that comes to mind when I think of The Cure is romance. The romance of taking the pure essence of what music must have meant to a young Robert Smith, reinterpreting it through his own lens and creating an unparalleled and continuing body of work. Their music covers every emotion from joy to despair, from hope to tragedy – sometimes even in the same song. They mirrored my burgeoning teenage romanticism. Robert’s lyrics hit me hard then, and they still do. In fact, as I grew up, rather than seeming like something from my adolescence, their music just affected me in different ways. In my thirties and forties, I would find songs that meant something very specific to me as a teenager meaning something completely different later in life. It’s something very special and something unique to The Cure.

The task of putting into words everything about them and what they mean seems unfathomably challenging to me, so massive kudos to Simon for undertaking and completing it so wonderfully with this book. As a band that has been going for such an unbroken length of time – staying remarkably busy, playing thousands and thousands of concerts and releasing so much music – the sheer volume of information about them and their songs must have been daunting. Simon has managed to cover every aspect of The Cure, from the foundational and the obscure, to the trivial, with great aplomb, good humour and meticulous detail.

As a music fan, I can’t think of a band with such a broad and rich catalogue. As a musician, they have been a constant inspiration and beyond supportive both to my band, Mogwai, and our label mates and friends The Twilight Sad. Robert truly champions other musicians and we have really felt that over the years; he goes above and beyond in ways both seen and unseen, and unlike so many other artists from his generation, he has never let us down. He is progressive and kind in a world where divisiveness and cruelty seem to be the paths taken by many.

The Cure are extraordinary live. There is no other band on the planet that plays shows like them. Now into their fifth decade, still playing close to three hours or beyond, changing the setlist every night and right now, with what I believe is their strongest ever line up, they are on imperious form. I’ve been lucky enough to tour with The Cure as well as see them dozens of other times. I was fourteen when I first saw them on the 1989 Prayer Tour, and it was a life changing gig (though I think that in some way or another every time I see them). A single concert featuring ‘One Hundred Years’ (‘It doesn’t matter if we all die’) and ‘Friday I’m In Love’ (‘It’s such a gorgeous sight/to see you eat in the middle of the night’) shouldn’t make sense, but it does. Gloriously. The Cure are great musicians, but use their craft to add to the songs, not to show off. Their punk roots at play, I’m sure.

Those punk roots were also at play in early 2023, when Robert took on the grotesque corporate live industry by making Ticketmaster return funds to over-charged fans and put a halt to their grim new tactic of basically acting as their own ticket touts to rip off ticket buyers. On their current tour, the band are playing many songs from their as yet unreleased album, Songs Of A Lost World, and it has all the makings of one of their best. Particularly Robert tackling the grief of losing his brother head on in the song ‘I Can Never Say Goodbye’ – the pain and emotion so clear to see. It can’t be easy, but it feels like he needed to do it. Singing with tears in his eyes before leading huge arenas in a dance party to ‘Close To Me’ and ‘The Walk.’ A huge contrast musically and, in many ways, a contradiction. A punk rock band that plays for three hours.

In many ways, that’s what The Cure are: a non-stop glorious contradiction. They’ve always done their own thing despite whatever else is going on in the music world. They have found themselves with No.1 records and playing stadiums, then getting less attention and playing far less grand venues, only now to find themselves as popular as ever again. In fact, probably bigger, more relevant and more beloved than ever.

And beloved is what they are. Watching people watch them is almost as gratifying as watching them themselves. They mean so much to so many people. The Cure’s songs are the shared stories of people’s lives, and seeing them live, you can see that. Their songs have soundtracked our lives as well as Roberts. The highs and the lows are shared. The Cure don’t belong just to Robert, Simon, Roger, Jason, Reeves and Perry. Or the myriad of people that have contributed to the band over the years. They belong to all of us.

I’m sure that there is more of The Cure’s story yet to come, but for now this is a perfect summary of the story so far.

Enjoy.

Stuart Braithwaite, June 2023



Introduction

It turns out that writing a book about The Cure means writing a book about everything.

Partly, that’s just how I write. I’m able to (or unable not to) come up with the most elaborate sociological theory about the most frivolous and disposable of pop songs. Pop does not exist in a vacuum: it is affected by – and, in turn affects – the world around it. Context is everything, and it’s rarely as simple as ‘music is just music’. Pop is a product of the prevailing currents of sexuality, gender, ethnicity, religion, politics, morality, aesthetics, the arts, the media, fashion, work, economics, education: all the things that make up a culture.

It helps, though, if the band in question are as culturally rich as The Cure. Their words, music, videos and artwork are deeply infused with allusions, references and echoes (some of them not even deliberate). In the course of working on this book, I have found myself disappearing down research rabbit-holes into such arcane and diverse topics as the impact of Comet Shoemaker–Levy 9 on Jupiter, the history of the Shetlands town of Uyea, what family of animals armadillos belong to, prostitution in Amsterdam, the Mythopoetic men’s movement, the tenth Duke of Northumberland, the Glencoe Massacre, the Nanjing Massacre, outbreaks of Tarantism in mediaeval Italy, magical thinking in children, the Indian self-proclaimed deity Meher Baba, the dissolution of the monasteries, Turkana Boy and the practice of ‘dry-pack’ in Victorian asylums. (That’s one of the reasons why it’s taken me so long.)

When I first heard The Cure, as a child, I already perceived that there was something else going on behind the sound itself. I vividly recall lying in the grass on the school playing fields and hearing ‘A Forest’ on BBC Radio 1’s Top 40 countdown on my radio-cassette recorder. It wasn’t for me, yet. But something about it stuck with me. ‘The Walk’ on Top of the Pops was my real entry point, and by the time of The Head On The Door and Standing On A Beach, I was fully on board. The Cure were my gateway drug into alternative music, holding my hand and leading the way. I loved them. I pretended not to, for a while, partly because it seemed too on-the-nose for a goth-looking guy like me to be into The Cure, and partly to annoy Robert Smith-besotted girlfriends. But you’ve got to get over yourself, sometimes.

One of the bittersweet things about being a music critic, as I have been for most of my adult life, reviewing records week in, week out, is that you rarely get to live with any one artist’s music for as long as you would like. From about 1990 onwards, whenever a new Cure album has come along, I’ve listened, enjoyed and appreciated them, but bade them farewell in the sad knowledge that my job requires me to move onto the next thing. One of the pleasures of writing this book has been in reacquainting myself with those newer records. It’s also been wonderful to have a legitimate excuse to obsess over some of my favourite songs (‘Just Like Heaven’ and ‘One Hundred Years’ being the top two, for very different reasons) and write whole essays about what makes them tick.

Robert Smith, as I’ve said in this book, means something. (Exactly what he means, of course, is subtly different from what he intended to mean: in pop, meaning is in the mind of the receiver, the perceiver.) If you look at his face, even his silhouette, or even simply the words ‘The Cure’ (especially in that classic dropped-C logo), your mind is instantly flooded with associations. The word ‘iconic’ is over-used, but Robert Smith is genuinely an icon. Some of this book has been devoted to examining the dynamics of that. Mostly, though, it’s about The Cure’s body of work, and what it gives to us, emotionally and intellectually. The Cure can swell your heart, The Cure can make you dance, but The Cure are also brain-food.

I would never claim to be an expert on The Cure. The fans know more than I ever will. Much of the deepest knowledge in this book will already have slipped from my memory by the time the book is printed. But, even though this book contains facts, so many facts, the facts themselves are not the point. What I’ve aimed to do is to cross-reference, contextualise, analyse, and provide perspective. To draw unseen connections, and find parallels that are not immediately apparent. (And also, fingers crossed, to entertain.)

I hope, at the very least, that Curepedia gives you something to think about. Because that’s what The Cure have done for me.

Simon Price, 2023

Note on highlighting: when a word or phrase is highlighted in bold, it signifies that there is another Curepedia entry on that subject. (The only exception is Robert Smith, because almost every entry is about him anyway.)



A

A is for …

A Forest

If you go down to the woods today …

The forest exerts a powerful hold over the Western imagination, from childhood onwards. It is a zone of mystery and menace, where ungovernable forces are freely at play. In Brothers Grimm fairy tales such as Little Red Riding Hood and Hansel and Gretel, it is a place where terrible things happen to children. In Slavic mythology, the forest is the realm of Baba Yaga, the cannibalistic witch. In the 1939 film of The Wizard of Oz, the haunted forest – heralded by a sign reading ‘I’d Turn Back If I Were You’ – is where, in a disturbing scene, Dorothy is captured by the Wicked Witch’s winged monkey minions. In the Star Wars universe, there exists an entirely forested moon called Endor, which is the scene for mostly dark and ominous events (the construction of the second Death Star, the funeral of Darth Vader), though it is also home to the heroic Ewoks.

In New Jersey folklore, the Pine Barrens are home to a winged, hooved, wyvern-like entity called the Jersey Devil. ‘Pine Barrens’ is also the name of a classic Sopranos episode in which mobsters Christopher Moltisanti and Paulie ‘Walnuts’ Gualtieri find themselves lost in a snowy forest, convinced that they are being hunted by the man they came there to bury. In Robert Frost’s 1922 poem ‘Stopping by Woods on a Snowy Evening’, wherein – at least according to noted poetry analyst Meadow Soprano in another episode of that show – the slowly whitening forest represents death.

There are counter-examples. In Alan Moore’s Swamp Thing, the combined Parliament of Trees is a benign – though vengeful – power; an idea inspired by the sacred tree Yggdrasil from Norse myth. In Tolkien’s The Lord of the Rings, the forest of Lothlórien is an earthly paradise. In A.A. Milne’s Winnie-the-Pooh, Hundred Acre Wood is a mostly idyllic realm of fun and adventure. In C.S. Lewis’ Chronicles of Narnia, the Wood Between the Worlds is a magical place where the powers of the White Witch are weakened. In Snow White, the forest is ultimately a place of refuge from evil (even though, in an unsettling scene in Disney’s 1937 adaptation of the Grimm tale, the heroine is intimidated by owls and bats, and grabbed at by creepers, branches and roots.) In Toni Morrison’s Beloved, fugitive slave Sethe, heavily pregnant and near death, is rescued by a young white girl called Amy, a guardian angel figure who nurtures her back to health and delivers her baby.

But these are outliers. In horror and horror-adjacent film, the forest is chiefly a place where city folk have unspeakable violence inflicted upon them. In Deliverance, a man is raped at gunpoint by rednecks. In Sam Raimi’s The Evil Dead, a woman is literally raped by a tree.

In Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, the forest is a realm of deception and trickery where nothing is as it seems, and all manner of bizarre events occur, including Titania, queen of the fairies, having sex with a man with the head of a donkey.

In Dante’s Inferno, the journey to hell begins in a shadowy forest, the selva oscura, which serves as a metaphor for straying from the path of salvation. (Incidentally, Dante’s Inferno has been turned into a symphony by the American composer Robert W. Smith, who is just six months older than Crawley’s Robert Smith.)

Even in the popular 1930s children’s song ‘The Teddy Bears’ Picnic’, the minor chord beginning of each verse contains dire warnings that ‘you’d better go in disguise’, ‘you’d better not go alone’ and that (it’s) ‘safer to stay at home’.

All of this shared cultural memory plays into ‘A Forest’ by The Cure, and informed the listener’s understanding of it when they first pulled the record out of its sleeve – a creepy inverted black and white photo of woodland, taken from a low angle – and placed the needle into the groove.

‘A Forest’ is, in many ways, the definitive Cure song. As egregious and overused as the word has become, ‘A Forest’ is undeniably an iconic single. And Robert Smith had the generosity and foresight to give it a title which places it at the top of any alphabetical list of Cure singles (and, at least until 1992 B-side ‘A Foolish Arrangement’, of Cure songs), making it the perfect way to start this book.

Released on 28 March 1980, with ‘Another Journey by Train’ on the B-side (described by Robert as ‘a pisstake – a way of disassociating ourselves from the previous Cure sound’), and produced by Mike Hedges with Robert Smith, it was the lead single from their second album Seventeen Seconds, and took more time to record than any other song on that album. The effort more than paid off. Despite manager Chris Parry’s belief that ‘A Forest’ had the potential to become a hit if only it were more ‘radio friendly’, Smith stayed true to his own vision for the song, and it became a hit anyway, spending eight weeks on the British charts, peaking at No.31.

It’s uniquely important as the song with which The Cure found their direction; the beginning of their gothic rock phase. Smith, in haunted, dread-infused tones, recounts a tale of being lured ‘into the trees’ by a spectral apparition of a girl who, we learn in the denouement, ‘was never there’, leaving the singer ‘lost in a forest, all alone’.

On the full-length album version, Matthieu Hartley’s four ominous keyboard notes herald a recurring eight-note guitar motif from Smith, creating an atmospheric Am-C-F-Dm chord progression which, aside from the bridge, continues throughout the song. It’s underpinned by a bassline which, Simon Gallup has said, was influenced by the style of Jean-Jacques Burnel of The Stranglers and which, at the end, echoes Hartley’s four-note intro to provide a sense of closure and completion. Each instrument, especially Smith’s guitar, is flanged to within an inch of its life. Mike Hedges once estimated that five separate flanger effects were used on ‘A Forest’. And Lol Tolhurst’s drum pattern has an odd shuffle to its gait, as if the forest-dwelling entity that the song’s protagonist so fears has a limp, and is trailing one leg through the twigs and leaves, slouching, like W.B. Yeats’ rough beast, towards Bethlehem to be born. ‘This is a Cure trademark,’ Tolhurst tweeted during a Tim’s Twitter Listening Party about Seventeen Seconds, ‘the metronomic beat that is simultaneously rushing forward and standing still.’ He added ‘We were trying to get towards that motorik ideal of Can’s Jaki Liebezeit, “You must play monotonous”! I wanted the drums to be like a mantra.’

‘A Forest’ was the first time I ever heard The Cure – fleetingly, on a Sunday evening chart rundown on Radio 1 in the spring of 1980. In that, I wasn’t alone. ‘A Forest’ received more airplay than previous Cure singles, and by sneaking into the Top 40, and onto Top of the Pops, it was many British teenagers’ introduction to the band. (Teenagers who weren’t quite at the age for reading the NME or listening to John Peel under their bedsheets late at night.)

That Top of the Pops appearance (see TV, The Cure Appear On) was the band’s first sighting on British television, and only their second in all. The clip was cut together with footage of actual forests by director Dave Hiller to create the song’s basic and highly literal video.

Its live debut is likely to have been 17 November 1979 at the London School of Economics, the first official date of the Future Pastimes tour (following a warm-up in Liverpool), when they played eight new tracks. However, the show on 12 December 1979 at the Melkweg, Amsterdam (see Red Light District) is the first confirmed sighting of ‘A Forest’ on a setlist by Cure archivists, performed twice: once mid-set, and once as their final encore.

Arguably, the song wasn’t originally called ‘A Forest’. It had a slow and complex genesis in the public eye. As late as 8 December 1979, when The Cure played Théâtre de l’Empire in Paris for their first-ever television appearance on a show called Chorus, it is (mis)labelled in the on-screen captions as ‘At Night’, though its lyrics bear only the vaguest resemblance to the song ‘At Night’ which later appeared on Seventeen Seconds (besides the actual words ‘at night’) and none whatsoever to those of ‘A Forest’ as we know it. It consisted of curt, disjointed phrases (‘speed or sleep’, ‘crack down chest’), and barked solitary words (‘curl’, ‘sound’), as if improvised rather than written.

In the footage, Robert plays a more intricate guitar intro than on the minimalist recorded version of ‘A Forest’ (but one that he has often reprised in the live version since), Hartley’s keyboards are dirtier and more distorted, and Tolhurst’s drums are more traditional and four-to-the-floor.

One of the most enjoyable facets of ‘A Forest’ when performed live is its ever-expanding length. It’s almost become a running joke between band and audience. According to devoted fan Marion Little, ‘Fans love to count the number of times Robert says ‘again’ in ‘A Forest’. They’re also always looking out for any extended version of ‘A Forest’ played.’ By the time of The Cure In Orange in 1987, it had reached nine minutes sixteen seconds. At the start of the Wish tour in 1992, on which it was the closing song most nights, it had expanded to fourteen minutes, with Robert singing the original lyrics (as opposed to the canonical ones). By the time they played the Kilburn National Ballroom on that tour, it was seventeen minutes, according to a review in Cure News, and the rendition in the Long Beach Arena was said to have lasted twenty minutes (though that is possibly an exaggeration). The billowing outro was a long-standing feature by that point, as Simon Gallup recalled in Ten Imaginary Years. ‘“A Forest” was one that just used to go on … and on … The drums would stop, Robert would carry on playing guitar and I was never sure when he was gonna stop so I’d just carry on after him.’ Impatient crowds will often clap rhythmically during the song’s intro, increasing in speed, forcing the band to hold their nerve and start in their own sweet time. ‘A Forest’ is a song that must not be rushed.

On at least one occasion, the band have used the length of ‘A Forest’ as a tactical weapon. By the time The Cure took the stage at Belgium’s Rock Werchter festival in 1981, the day’s schedule was running late, and headliner Robert Palmer’s road crew attempted to force The Cure offstage after only thirty minutes. The Cure retaliated by closing with one of the most famous performances of ‘A Forest’ in the band’s history. A myth has grown up around Werchter that they played a fifteen-minute version to spite Palmer, but surviving footage shows that it was ‘only’ nine minutes long.

Robert, in a fetching white headband and heavy eyeliner, announces, ‘This is the final song because we’re not allowed to play any more, because everybody wants to see Robert Palmer.’ His performance is one of defiant aggression. Just when it seems to be ending, it starts up again and Smith improvises some extra lyrics in the coda, including ‘parting is such sweet sorrow’ from Romeo and Juliet and the self-aware words ‘It’s such a long end …’ Simon Gallup screams, ‘Fuck Robert Palmer and fuck rock and roll!’ before storming off. Hilariously, they leave the Belgian crowd chanting ‘We want more!’. (Meanwhile, off camera, Palmer’s crew are getting their revenge by throwing The Cure’s equipment off the back of the stage.)

Its length isn’t the only form of mutation the song has undertaken. For example, at Glasgow Barrowlands in 1984, Robert appeared to forget the lyrics and improvised instead. And in the late 1990s, including at the Bizarre Festival in 1998, the band played a much rockier, chunkier version with a straight 4/4 beat.

Then there are the remixes. Or, to be accurate, remakes. For the Mixed Up album, ‘A Forest’ had to be re-recorded for the ‘Tree Mix’, later released as a single in December 1990 (with the ‘Shiver Mix’ of ‘In Between Days’ on the B-side), because the original master tapes had been lost. And there’s the acoustic version, recorded for the extra disc of Greatest Hits, the track they chose to supply to Q magazine for its Essential Glastonbury covermount CD in 2004.

‘A Forest’ didn’t receive universal critical acclaim on its release. Reviewing the single for NME, Julie Burchill described Robert Smith as ‘trying to stretch a sketchy living out of moaning more meaningfully than man has ever moaned before’.

However, it has top-tier status in The Cure’s body of work. It’s arguably their most popular song, among their fans and also their musical peers. U2 chose The Cure’s original on a covermounted CD for Mojo magazine called U2 Jukebox in 2005. ‘A Forest’ came first in a Slicing Up Eyeballs poll to rank 225 Cure songs, with 2,984 votes (one place ahead of ‘Just Like Heaven’), and second in a similar poll by Rolling Stone.

‘A Forest’ is The Cure’s fifth most-covered song. It’s been recorded dozens of times, by everyone from London crusty-goth band Creaming Jesus on their Bark EP (1990) to a drum & bass version by Italian artist Madaski (1998) to German techno duo Blank & Jones (2003, with a new vocal by Robert Smith himself, who also appeared in the video) to Gigi D’Agostino’s electronic instrumental cover (2010) to prog rocker Steven Wilson (2010) to Paul Hartnoll from Orbital’s side project 8:58, with folk group The Unthanks on vocals (2015).

The band clearly remain proud of its quality. They’ve performed it live over a thousand times, making it the most-played song in their repertoire. But no amount of repetition can drain the song of its richness, nor the cultural associations it conjures. When Robert Smith sings, ‘Running towards nothing/Again and again and again’, one hears distant echoes of Macbeth’s famous soliloquy which begins ‘Tomorrow and tomorrow and tomorrow, creeps in this petty pace …’ as the king contemplates the futility of existence after learning of the death of his wife, and awaits his defeat by a forest which moves (Malcolm’s forces, disguising themselves as trees from Birnam Wood).

The Cure are a band whose oeuvre invites overthinking, and ‘A Forest’ invites it more than most. Robert Smith once told Sounds that the song was about an actual childhood experience, and later told Cure News that it was ‘a childhood dream (nightmare) that came true with adolescence’, prompting all manner of speculation from fans. He later asserted in Stand and Deliver fanzine that the childhood experience story was made up.

‘It’s just about a forest …’

A Fragile Thing

If we’re being pedantic about it, ‘A Fragile Thing’ was the real first single from Songs Of A Lost World. It came out on 22 November 2024, three weeks after the album and two months after the nominal lead single ‘Alone’, but, unlike that song, it actually existed as a thing in the world.

A limited edition 7-inch on white vinyl, it was packaged (like its predecessor) in an adapted version of Janez Pirnat’s Bagatelle. Each side contained a different mix from Robert Smith: the RS24 Mix (a 4.35 edit) and the RS24 Remix (a sparser, more beats-centric reimagining). There was also a digital EP featuring a live version from The Troxy (as later available on Songs Of A Live World), and the original 4.43 album mix. Like ‘Alone’, it had a lyric video rather than a traditional promotional video.

With a delightfully delicate Roger O’Donnell piano intro giving way to a slowly churning Simon Gallup bassline, ‘A Fragile Thing’ recounts a dialogue of recrimination and regret between a couple whose love is in danger of disintegration due to absence and distance: ‘All this time alone has left me cold and sad and lost …’, ‘Every time you kiss me I could cry …’ Smith’s use of reported speech and dialogue results in double and sometimes triple pairs of quote marks, making it tricky to transcribe, but it makes sense when sung. In this respect it follows in the tradition of previous you-said, he-said, she-said Cure songs like ‘Plainsong’, ‘The Only One’, ‘Bloodflowers’ and ‘The Perfect Boy’.

Speaking to Matt Everitt, Smith opined that ‘It’s the “love song” of the album, but it’s not really a love song in the way that “Lovesong” is a love song. It’s about how love is the most enduring of emotions. It’s the most powerful emotion, and it’s incredibly resilient. And yet at the same time, incredibly fragile.’ (He also revealed that it was originally titled ‘Kill The Sun’.)

‘A Fragile Thing’ was received by critics as a more accessible and immediate single than ‘Alone’ had been. ‘There are still pop hooks in the ticking clock rhythms of “A Fragile Thing”,’ wrote NME’s Andrew Trendell, while The Quietus’ Ned Raggett credited it with having ‘a brisker rising punch [than “Alone”]’.

It did not chart.

A Letter To Elise

When The Cure premiered ‘A Letter To Elise’ at their MTV Unplugged performance on 24 January 1991, it was the first song from the Wish album to be made public. When it was released as a single on 5 October 1992, it was the third and last to be lifted from the album. As such, it can be said to have topped and tailed the Wish era.

You might expect, then, that it held a special place in Robert Smith’s heart. Not so. He believes it was a terrible choice of third single, one made by the record company. He’s also expressed regret that the video, a bog-standard performance clip made by Aubrey Powell (of album cover designers Hipgnosis, an influence on Parched Art) during a soundcheck at an American show, was not directed by their trusty Tim Pope. The song has been played live only sparingly, and did not make it on to Greatest Hits (though it did feature on Galore).

It’s far from a terrible song: it’s quietly lovely, a medium-paced sentimental beauty. Robert has said that the lyric is a ‘stream of consciousness’ full of ‘diverse references’, but it seems a fairly straightforward lament for a dying love affair.

Oh, Elise it doesn’t matter what you do
I know I’ll never really get inside of you
To make your eyes catch fire the way they should …

(He has also said that ‘the mood is generally resignation in the face of inevitable change’, which seems closer to the truth.)

It has been hypothesised that Franz Kafka’s Letters to Felice was an influence. One also inevitably thinks of Beethoven’s Für Elise (itself something of a mystery, as it lay undiscovered until after Beethoven’s death and the identity of his Elise remains uncertain). However, Robert Smith has said that the title of The Cure song is a nod to David Bowie’s 1969 song ‘A Letter to Hermione’ – his regretful, after-the-fact adaptation of a love letter he never sent to his ex-girlfriend Hermione Farthingale – and that Robert picked the name Elise from French polymath Jean Cocteau’s 1929 novel Les Enfants Terribles, whose plot strongly features an intercepted letter. (Jean Cocteau had considerable currency in English alternative circles during the post-punk era: dream-pop trio Cocteau Twins named themselves after him, and the sleeve of The Smiths’ ‘This Charming Man’ was a still from Cocteau’s 1950 film Orphée.)

The single’s various formats contained various mixes, but Robert preferred the original MTV version to any of them. Its B-sides were the languorous and atmospheric ‘The Big Hand’ and, on the 12-inch, the lively and cryptic ‘A Foolish Arrangement’, something of a cult fan favourite and the name of a prominent Cure website.

‘A Letter To Elise’ only reached No.28 in the UK, The Cure’s lowest placing for five years, and completely failed to chart in the US, somewhat vindicating Robert’s opinion of its unsuitability for single release.

It would be an exaggeration to say ‘A Letter To Elise’ is the runt of the litter of Cure singles, but it’s something of a neglected child.

A Night Like This

When is a Cure single not a Cure single? When is an album track not an album track? ‘A Night Like This’ occupies an interzone between the two.

The centrepiece of Side 2 of The Head On The Door, the song seemed to have a special status bestowed upon it, elevated above the other mere album tracks. In 1985, to The Cure fan world, it certainly felt like a single in all but name; a single manque.

For one thing, it had a video. Nothing special, just a standard performance clip with a few spooky tree branches silhouetted behind Boris Williams’ head, but a video nevertheless. For another, in the States, Elektra circulated it to radio stations as a promo single (copies of which currently sell for about £25), and it was sufficiently well known in the US for Smashing Pumpkins to record a cover of it for the B-side of their 1996 single ‘Bullet with Butterfly Wings’ (see Cover Versions Of The Cure). And it was the closing track on 1986’s Staring at the Sea (the CD version of Standing On A Beach) despite not being a single, as well as appearing on the video compilation thereof.

One can easily understand why the band might have wished to give it prominence, as it represented a deeper, richer side to The Head On The Door than its two frivolous official singles ‘In Between Days’ and ‘Close To Me’. It moves with a lugubrious elegance, unhurried, undictated-to by the needs of pop radio. Its pace is almost identical (1bpm apart) to that of ‘Charlotte Sometimes’, and its gloomy mood is not dissimilar. Unusually, for a Cure song, it features a saxophone solo (courtesy of Ron Howe of Fools Dance), adding to its sense of drama. The lyric, sung by a bereft-sounding Robert, describes a break-up happening in real time (and regretted even as it happens):

It goes dark
It goes darker still
Please stay
But I watch you like I’m made of stone
As you walk away

The song’s complex heritage may offer further clues to its privileged position. It was, after all, in the set of the first proper concert by pre-Cure band Malice at St Wilfrid’s School Hall in Crawley on 20 December 1976 – the only song in the set that wasn’t a cover – making it their oldest-documented original song. However, it would be almost a decade until they actually recorded it. Instead, they took what Robert once described as its ‘Roxymusicish’ chord sequence and sped it up to create ‘Plastic Passion’ (the B-side of ‘Boys Don’t Cry’), before eventually coming full circle and slowing it down into ‘A Night Like This’ as we know it. (One fan has created a mash-up of the two songs on YouTube to illustrate the point.)

Not only was ‘A Night Like This’ played at their first show, but it was, at the time of writing, played at their most recent at Wembley Arena on 13 December 2022, making it the longest-surviving original song in The Cure’s live repertoire. It will probably be there at the very end, whenever that comes. Nobody would be surprised if to say goodbye with ‘A Night Like This’ is the last thing they ever do.

Adventures And Plans

Adventures And Plans was the immediate successor to The Further Adventures Of TeamCure, and the immediate predecessor of Cure News. Like Further Adventures, it consisted of a photocopied sheet of A4 paper with a typed diary in episodic and ellipsis-ridden form from Robert Smith.

Issue 1 (the third newsletter in all) arrived on fans’ doormats in early 1986, covering the release of The Head On The Door and The Cure’s 1985 UK tour, along with the first TeamCure five-a-side football match (see Queens Park Rangers) which ended in ‘a humiliating 6-3 defeat’. Typical extract: ‘… then we made a french documentary about us in london and paris (where we were poisoned!)’.

Issue 2 (the fourth newsletter in all), mailed out in late 1986, mentioned the releases of Standing On A Beach and the re-recorded ‘Boys Don’t Cry’, a festival in Holland, a boozy journey to Venice on the Orient Express, and the fact that they considered calling their as-yet-unreleased seventh album One Million Virgins.

By now, the content was so sparse and scant that Robert’s readiness to hand over to the Cure News team was palpable.

Advertising

This ought to be a very short entry. After all, as Robert Smith stated categorically to Suzi Feay of the Independent in 1997, the band had never allowed any of The Cure’s music to be used in advertising. ‘I think the commercialisation of everything is really insidious and really horrible’, he told her. And that, it seemed, was the truth, pure and simple.

The truth, however, is rarely pure and never simple. To begin with, one can absolutely understand Smith’s distaste for the collision of commerce and music. The eighties were a period when megastars such as Michael Jackson, The Rolling Stones, Tina Turner and Sting could earn millions of dollars from appearing in adverts and/or having their tours sponsored by major corporations like Coca-Cola and Levi’s. The Cure had solid reasons for eschewing such tie-ins that went far beyond a basic English disdain for the vulgarity of it all. It’s near-impossible for a successful band to completely avoid such link-ups, especially when playing festivals which typically have a sponsor. And The Cure willingly played a small secret gig as part of a competition run by Miller Lite in 1998, at a time when it suited them to loosen up and get match-fit for the album (Bloodflowers) they were making.

A major problem with these commercial connections was that once you allowed advertisers to cross your threshold, you surrendered control over how your art would be presented, and what it would become associated with. On 16 November 1984 The Cure’s show in Ontario was recorded for the King Biscuit Flower Hour, a syndicated radio show in the US. When the concert was broadcast, it was interrupted by commercial breaks featuring adverts for Reese’s Peanut Butter Cups, Budweiser beer and, most appallingly, the US Army. (A double disc LP of the show, intended for circulation to radio stations, can be found for sale online, complete with those ads.) The idea that The Cure’s music could be used for recruiting young listeners to be sent off to war sat uncomfortably with the band’s principles.

In that pre-internet era, even the most stringent ‘No’ was no guarantee that your music wouldn’t surreptitiously be used for commercial purposes, especially far from the watchful eye of your management. For example, at one point in the 1980s, ‘The Lovecats’ was used on a deodorant advert in Greece without authorisation. And Brazilian television station Globo ran unauthorised adverts connecting The Cure to Wrangler jeans, twenty times a night. ‘I find it really offensive,’ Robert told Johnny Black of Q magazine in 1987. ‘We’ve never been sponsored that way. Oh, on odd one-offs we’ve been sponsored by beer companies. Seven thousand cans of Heineken backstage suits me fine. It’s dreadful. In the minds of millions of these people, The Cure and Wrangler are now inextricably intertwined.’

For some unscrupulous advertisers there would be legal consequences. When ‘Close To Me’ was used in a toothbrush commercial without permission, Robert revealed in Cure News 14, the manufacturers were successfully sued. It wasn’t a complete zero-tolerance policy, however … as long as the advertisers asked first. In 1990 Robert agreed to allow ‘In Between Days’ to be used in an advert for Lee Cooper jeans because he wore them. (The same song was licensed for use in a Fiat Punto ad in 2003.)

Such cases were few and far between. The one which caused Robert the most anguish was when one of his most personal – and popular – songs, ‘Pictures Of You’, was used in a 2007 advert for HP digital cameras. The offer came at a time when the band desperately needed a large sum of money in order to maintain control of their catalogue, as their deal with Fiction/Polydor was coming to an end. ‘I’m so against music in adverts,’ Robert told NME. ‘It fucking killed me even agreeing to that, but it was the only way. The money generated from those adverts went into buying me control of our back catalogue, otherwise it would have been like mortgaging the band.’ The advert was slightly tacky, and it jarred to hear The Cure’s music used in that tawdry context, but nobody remembers it now. In the long run, for The Cure to preserve their autonomy, it was worth it.

So, The Cure never allowed their music to be used in advertising. Apart from all the times that they did. Robert’s distaste for the whole grubby business, however, didn’t dissipate. ‘I have the impression everything is tolerated these days,’ he told Humo magazine in the 2000s. ‘They’ve all become prostitutes. It’s apparently generally accepted that artists lend their music for commercials. Sting does it, Celine Dion, Moby, even Bob Dylan … Fuck! That’s still not done, in my eyes. I don’t want Cure fans to think of toothpaste when they hear “The Walk”.’

Alcohol

The Cure are not outwardly a boozy band. Alcohol isn’t integral to their music. There are a few references to it in their work – the lyrics to ‘The Blood’ (see Head On The Door, The), ‘Cut Here’ and ‘Fascination Street’, and the title ‘Cloudberry’ (see Lost Wishes) – but their music isn’t intrinsically calibrated for carousing. They aren’t The Pogues.

However, it’s never been a secret that behind the scenes there’s a history of heavy drinking in The Cure camp. Obviously, there are problematic dimensions to this. Lol Tolhurst’s alcoholism was undeniably a factor in his diminishing contribution to, and eventual expulsion from, the band. And Robert Smith’s own lowest point, circa 1997, saw him too drunk to perform on stage. With that caveat, this section presents a selection of anecdotes – some darker, some more comedic – involving The Cure and alcohol.

‘From the very beginning’, wrote Tolhurst in Cured, ‘I was a blackout drinker.’ The recorded facts would seem to bear this out. In November 1978, after a show in the Midlands, The Cure stayed in a hotel for the first time because Polydor’s top brass had come along, and bought the band drinks. Unable to pace himself, Lol ended up with his head down the toilet bowl. Later that night, sharing a room with Smith, Tolhurst vomited all over the floor and walls. In Ten Imaginary Years, Robert recalled that he thought this was ‘really humiliating’.

Smith himself, however, used alcohol to smooth over social awkwardness of meeting new people, as Siouxsie Sioux confirmed to biographer Mark Paytress in 2003. ‘Robert was fond of his booze, as we were,’ she said, recalling Smith’s first stint as a Banshee in 1979, ‘and bringing him on board just accelerated the rate of our consumption … Alcohol was a great short cut to the immediate deep friendships that we felt we had to make with Budgie and Robert.’

Meanwhile, Lol’s drinking on tour continued to escalate. On 8 October 1979, after a gig in Hull on the Banshees/Cure tour, Lol went missing. Smith and Steve Severin became deeply concerned, and went searching the banks of the River Humber using cigarette lighters to illuminate the way. After following a trail of empty bottles, they found him asleep in the bulrushes, refusing to move. They left him there to sleep it off.

In December that year, on a Cure trip abroad, Lol became so uncontrollable after a session of red wine binge-drinking in Eindhoven that, to cut a long story short (see Pissing), Robert ended up urinating in Lol’s suitcase. ‘It was very scary,’ said Lol later, ‘but I didn’t see the connection between my alcohol intake and that dark depressed feeling I carried around with me afterwards, which made me want to drink even more.’

The studio, as well, became a notable venue for band drinking. Witnesses to the making of Pornography in 1981 and 1982 speak of a floor-to-ceiling mountain of empty cans and bottles, setting in place a tradition of alcohol-assisted recording that continued through most Cure sessions thereafter. Smith once blamed alcohol for the entire ‘Lovecats’ project: ‘Composed drunk, video filmed drunk, promotion made drunk! It was a joke.’

And his alcoholic antics often spilled over into more public settings. As he told NME, Robert once when inebriated bet a friend that he could go around the outside of a hotel by jumping from balcony to balcony. ‘It took about an hour,’ he recalls. ‘And once I got to a certain point it seemed farther to go back to where I could hear Mary screaming. It was lamentable, like one of those Beavis and Butt-Head “I bet you can’t do that” things.’

Smith was not, however, much of a pub man. As he told Flexipop! in 1982, he preferred drinking at home with Mary. ‘A great joy is making up cocktails. I mix all sorts of drinks together. Milk cocktails are always best – they sit very well on your stomach. One of the worst I ever invented was called “Dennis the Menace” – it gave me the most chronic hangover I’ve ever had in my life. It had about seventeen different drinks in it, all mixed up in a pint mug.’ (Self-invented cocktails were something of a hobby for Smith: another was the Oracle, inspired by Teletext.)

A culture of excess was becoming normalised by the mid-eighties. In 1986, according to Tolhurst during his later lawsuit against the band, the band and their wives and girlfriends took a ride on the Orient Express and ran up a bar tab of between £1,500 and £2,000. (Although, for ten people, at Orient Express prices, this may not have amounted to a huge volume of alcohol …)

The recording sessions for Kiss Me, Kiss Me, Kiss Me (1986–87) and Disintegration (1988–89) were famously boozy, and – for Tolhurst’s Cure career – catastrophically so. But Tolhurst wasn’t the only heavy drinker within the band: when asked by Cure News in 1988 how many hours a day Simon Gallup drank, Robert quipped ‘25’. In the same publication in 1989, Smith listed his favourite drinks as including red wine, Kirin lager, Bud, Guinness, Bloody Mary and milk. By the end of 1990 he admitted often being drunk before going onstage.

The Wish campaign of 1992 was no less liquor-drenched. The topic came up in the thirteenth issue of Cure News. Perry Bamonte confirmed that Robert was drinking red wine with orange juice (a very basic form of sangria) onstage, and that Perry also did this, whereas Porl Thompson preferred his red wine straight. Simon had given up spirits and was only drinking lager (preferring Beck’s or Foster’s), while only Boris Williams eschewed booze altogether. ‘My worst habit is drinking’, Robert admitted, but he had no plans to give up. There’s a moment in Play Out, filmed that year, when Simon gives Robert a bottle of pear schnapps called Poire Williams, an eau de vie (colourless fruit brandy, often with a whole pear in the bottle) as a gift. Gallup himself, when asked by Johnny Black in 1994 which subject he would choose if he were a contestant on Mastermind, answered ‘drinking, or the works of Patrick White’, and acknowledged that ‘one of my hobbies is drinking’.

In 1997, speaking to Suzi Feay in the Independent, Robert attempted to rewrite history. ‘The group has a reputation for excess, and it has been justified. We were drunkards for quite long periods of time and the group has always been sociable, which doesn’t really fit in with what we’re supposed to be like. But there have been members of the group who’ve drunk to excess too often, and it’s reduced them to jelly, which is what happened with Lol. I had one last fling in 1989, the year I turned 30.’ In reality, 1989 was far from a ‘last fling’. Indeed, The Cure’s lowest point of 1997 and 1998 was largely alcohol-induced. (And the following year, they had no problem in associating themselves with Miller beer for a promotional gig at London’s Forum.)

By 2013, though, those days of drink-fuelled insanity were long behind him, and Robert was able to view his drinking past with a certain perspective. ‘I had some kind of road to Damascus experience drink-wise when I was 14,’ he told the Guardian, ‘and it was at the bottom of a glass. In the past, I didn’t really give a shit about what I was saying, so I would just be drunk all the time. The only way I could get through a day of interviews was to have two drinks with every interview.’

Smith does, on the whole, seem to have a sensible, balanced and circumspect view of alcohol and its benefits and drawbacks. He doesn’t consider drinking to be an evil, nor does he consider blackout drunkenness big or clever. When asked a question in Cure News about whether The Cure’s frequent discussion of booze may have an effect on their fans, Robert replied: ‘I am a bit concerned about the question’s correlation/association between alcohol and alcoholism. The two do not inevitably go hand in hand. But hey! Be careful out there …’

All Cats Are Grey

The idea that drug culture has played an important role in The Cure is not a controversial one. What’s perhaps less well known, however, is that The Cure had an important role in drug culture.

On the face of it, the song seems an unlikely contender to soundtrack the dropping of an E. The funereal final track on Side 1 of Faith, The Cure’s 1981 gothic masterpiece, it seems to come from a place of deep depression. It is said to have been partly inspired by the Gormenghast novels of Mervyn Peake, and in Cure News, Robert Smith explained it as being ‘Just a nightmare of being lost/trapped in caves – echoes of the grave and of prison cells and again of growing old.’

Although the lyrics – seemingly about drifting slowly towards death with no particular drama or ceremony – are officially credited to Robert, Lol Tolhurst has claimed some input, telling Tim’s Listening Party that ‘All Cats Are Grey’ was somewhat about his mother’s death. It’s a track to which Tolhurst is clearly attached (his post-Cure band Levinhurst covered it), and that is fitting: his gently dolorous keyboards make it what it is.

For the song’s connection to ecstasy, we turn to Marc Almond, with whom The Cure shared many things, including a string section (see Venomettes) and the writing credits for Marc and the Mambas’ song ‘Torment’ (see Collaborations). Famously, Marc Almond and his Soft Cell partner Dave Ball are thought to be the first British people ever to have taken ecstasy, on a trip to New York. And, almost as famously, they did so not to some piece of thumping NYC techno music, but to the sound of one of The Cure’s most beautifully morose moments, coming up at the exact moment when ‘All Cats Are Grey’ was playing, as Marc told me during an interview for The Quietus in 2015.

‘It [ecstasy] was a very new thing. There was me, the journalist Adrian Thrills, Cindy Ecstasy [Soft Cell’s dealer who they once snuck onto Top of the Pops by getting her to duet on ‘Torch’], Dave Ball and a few other people. And Cindy Ecstasy was the ecstasy girl of New York. I’d never heard of it before in my life, and it was my third or fourth night in New York, and she said, “Come round my house, I want to give you something special.” So I did, and it was an amazing experience. I remember the record that was playing was Faith by The Cure. And I know it sounds weird, but ‘All Cats Are Grey’ is the most perfect ecstasy record. Whenever I hear that now, instantly it’s like I’m on ecstasy. It was very pure then, not cut with anything, and hadn’t become the love-thug drug it later became. I love all that, how it turned thugs into love-thugs …’

If you take it out of its Faith context, and turn a deaf ear to the bleak lyrical content, Marc has a point. ‘All Cats Are Grey’ is strangely conducive to a cuddle puddle. The chords don’t go where you initially expect them to, easing into a major when you’re anticipating a minor. It’s oddly comforting, like slipping into a warm bath (and without razor blades to hand).

E is for … All Cats Are Grey.

Allen, David M.

David M. Allen is the English record producer responsible for producing or co-producing every Cure album from 1984 through to 1992, the entire imperial phase of what is generally considered the band’s ‘classic’ line-up. He was to The Cure’s pop years what Mike Hedges was to their goth years.

Allen, not to be confused with Gang of Four/Shriekback bassist Dave Allen, was born in Twickenham in 1959 and began his career while still a teenager, his first released work being a novelty single called ‘Monster Ball’ by Screaming Lord Sutch. He also helped engineer Devo’s 1977 cover of The Rolling Stones’ ‘Satisfaction’ aged just eighteen. Allen’s first permanent job came in 1980 when he was hired as an understudy to Martin Rushent at his Genetic Studios in Berkshire, where one of his earliest tasks was to assist Rushent in making the various drum machines and synthesisers ‘talk’ to each other (a difficult task in those pre-standardisation, pre-MIDI days) to create the Human League’s classic 1981 album Dare. He also worked on records by Altered Images, Tenpole Tudor and Dead or Alive before beginning his long relationship with The Cure.

As The Cure’s most-trusted producer in their eighties glory years, he produced an unbroken sequence of classic albums, from The Top through The Head On The Door, Kiss Me, Kiss Me, Kiss Me and Disintegration to Wish, as well as working on the live album Concert and live movie The Cure In Orange.

Pictures of Allen – nicknamed Dirk by the band – behind a mixing desk in the eighties show him with a shock of black hair, but he is now grey, bearded and wizardly, not unlike his predecessor Hedges. And, like Hedges, he has an impressive CV. In addition to his work with The Cure, he was a prolific collaborator with many other alternative pop and rock acts, including Associates, The Sisters of Mercy, The Damned, Depeche Mode, The Mission, The Psychedelic Furs and Wire.

In 2010, in an interview with BBC 6 Music’s Andrew Collins, he spoke of the long, slow end of his tenure as The Cure’s producer. ‘The creative working agreement or working relationship between me and Robert was broken by Disintegration,’ he said. (He also claimed it was he, not Robert, who saved the satchel of lyrics from the studio fire.) Though he produced the next album, Wish, he was frustrated with the pace of progress, and recommended they should get someone else in to mix it. He did not work on the next album, 1996’s Wild Mood Swings, at all. However, he remained close to Cure world, physically at least, running his company Blank Multimedia from the same building as Fiction and Xfm between 1995 and 1997. Interestingly, in the 6 Music interview, he would not rule out working with The Cure again.

In 2014 and 2015 Allen released two albums with The Magic Sponge, a band he formed with Tim Whelan (Furniture/Transglobal Underground), on which he is credited as ‘Sweet Faggy Allen’. In 2016, Allen launched his own boutique studio, Studio 7, in Tottenham with Laurence Loveless, and shipped over Krautrock legend Conny Plank’s handmade mixing desk ‘The Plank’ from Cologne. The desk, which was used to record Kraftwerk’s Autobahn and Ultravox’s Vienna among others, has proven popular with British acts including Hot Chip, Clean Bandit, Franz Ferdinand and Years and Years. In 2022, he released his first solo album, The DNA of DMA, on Record Store Day, consisting of songs written and produced in 1980 which landed him the job at Genetic in the first place, using many of the same methods and machinery later heard on Dare.

Even if the first thing people ask Allen about will always be his past with The Cure, Allen himself has never stopped looking towards the next thing.

Alone

‘There’s no single,’ Robert Smith candidly confessed to Radio X’s John Kennedy in a deep-dive interview about the 2024 album, Songs Of A Lost World. ‘That’s self-evident. But it sets up the album.’

NME’s Andrew Trendell described ‘Alone’, the lead single and the album’s opening track, as ‘a radio-alienating, sprawling and cinematic seven-minute gut-punch’, and noted that the album begins with an end.

Radio-alienating it may have been, but the sheer clout of The Cure’s first officially released new material since The Art Of McCartney in 2014 was enough for BBC 6 Music to make a big deal of debuting it on Mary Anne Hobbs’ mid-morning show on 26 September 2024. It may not have had ‘hit’ written through it like a stick of Brighton rock, but it was an event, regardless.

‘Alone’ is yet another example of a Cure song inspired by literature. The lyrics owe a sizeable debt to ‘Dregs’, a poem by the somewhat-overlooked Victorian writer Ernest Dowson, hitherto best remembered as the originator of the phrase ‘days of wine and roses’ (later the title of a 1962 Oscar-nominated film).

Born in Kent, Dowson was an Oxford dropout who became associated with the Decadent movement and befriended Oscar Wilde. In the 1890s tragedy befell Dowson’s family: his father and mother both contracted tuberculosis and took their own lives (the former by an overdose of chlorodyne, the latter by hanging) in August 1894 and February 1895 respectively. Following his parents’ deaths, Dowson moved to France and became addicted to absinthe. Upon returning to England, he was discovered in a wine bar, almost penniless, by fellow writer Robert Sherard, in whose house he lived his final weeks. Dowson died on 23 February 1900, aged just 32, and is buried in Brockley and Ladywell Cemeteries in Lewisham, a borough where a plaque commemorates his former home, and a block of council flats bears his name. Upon hearing of his death, Wilde wrote to a mutual friend, ‘Poor wounded wonderful fellow that he was, a tragic reproduction of all tragic poetry, like a symbol, or a scene. I hope bay leaves will be laid on his tomb, and rue and myrtle too, for he knew what love is.’

Robert Smith was not the first to set Dowson’s words to music – composers Frederick Delius and John Ireland had already done that – but The Cure’s use of ‘Dregs’ will doubtless drive thousands more people to investigate his work. The poem opens:

The fire is out, and spent the warmth thereof
(This is the end of every song man sings!)
The golden wine is drunk, the dregs remain
Bitter as wormwood and as salt as pain

And the song begins:

This is the end of every song that we sing
The fire burned out to ash, and the stars grown dim with tears
Cold and afraid, the ghosts of all that we’ve been
We toast with bitter dregs, to our emptiness

Thereafter, it departs from Dowson’s template, but delivers such beautifully bleak imagery as ‘the birds falling out of our skies’, and accurately self-describes as a ‘broken-voiced lament to call us home’.

‘I had to reinterpret what he’d written,’ Robert told Danielle Perry on Absolute Radio, ‘because if I had just sang the poem over the music, it would have sounded stupid. But essentially his idea of toasting with bitter dregs was the feeling that I wanted to try and convey.’

Musically, whatever it lacked in airwaves-friendly immediacy, ‘Alone’ made up for in unhurried elegance, perfectly matching the sorrowful, elegiac, valedictory tone of Smith’s (and Dowson’s) words. In The Quietus, Ned Raggett correctly praised its ‘sweeping majesty and space’. But to ask the question of whether ‘Alone’ was suited to being a single, is to overlook the more fundamental question: did it even exist?

In a sense, no it did not – at least, not as a physical product. It had a label: nominally, it was ‘on Fiction/Polydor’ (marking The Cure’s return to that imprint and that parent company after a long period of estrangement). It had a catalogue number: GBUM72403962. It had artwork: the Janez Pirnat sculpture from the Songs Of A Lost World sleeve, shattered into fragments. It had a video of sorts: a lyric video, superimposed on monochrome footage of the Pirnat sculpture slowly revolving against a black background. But it didn’t have a B-side or extra tracks, because you couldn’t buy it as a stand-alone CD or record, only as a file from Apple Music. Nevertheless, download sales were strong enough to propel it to No.27 in the official singles charts in the first week of October.

In an interview for his Tim’s Listening Party podcast, Tim Burgess of The Charlatans asked Robert the brilliantly impertinent question: ‘Do you think it’s catchy?’

In response, Smith laughed. ‘That would be low down on a list of adjectives if I was describing the song to someone.’ He paused for a moment, then added, ‘If you hear it enough times, anything’s catchy …’

alt.end

‘alt.end’ (all lowercase) is a keyboard shortcut most often used to move to the last cell of a column in a Microsoft Word table. It’s also the name of the ninth track on 2004’s The Cure, released as a US-only single.

An indie-dance track sonically similar to Happy Mondays’ ‘Kinky Afro’, it’s a break-up song where the break-up is blessed relief rather than traumatic: ‘It’s a big bright beautiful world out there/Just the other side of this door …’

Directed by the Saline Project (as was its sister single ‘Taking Off’), the video for ‘alt.end’ shows Robert writing up one of his dreams, as he is known to do in real life (see Flexipop!), then disappearing into a forest to find a spooky girl (even the most casual of Cure fans will get the reference the Salines were making here). The colour palette is the same as on ‘Taking Off’, but the imagery is far richer: an upside-down Empire State Building, a couple ballroom dancing in a burning house, an Icarus-like angel trapped in a spider’s web, and so on.

The single’s artwork (drawn by Robert’s niece Evie; the cover for The Cure was drawn by all his nieces and nephews) depicted a terrifying face with one red eye and one white eye. Like ‘Taking Off’ (which wasn’t released in the US), the B-sides to ‘alt.end’ are ‘Why Can’t I Be Me?’ and ‘Your God Is Fear’. Released on 18 October 2004, the same date as its rest-of-the-world counterpart, it did not chart.

This, however, came as no surprise: The Cure’s career as an American chart act had alt.ended some eight years earlier.

And Also The Trees

The career of Worcestershire post-punk band And Also The Trees is so tightly interwoven with that of The Cure that the latter will always be the elephant in the room whenever the former are mentioned.

Formed in 1979 by two sets of brothers, Justin and Simon Huw Jones and Graham and Nick Havas, the ethereal, gothic-inflected quartet began performing live in 1980, and in the same year sent a homemade demo tape to The Cure. The two bands struck up a friendship, and in November and December 1981 And Also The Trees supported The Cure on a six-date UK tour, by which time original bassist Graham Havas had been replaced by Steven Burrows.

The first musical collaboration between The Cure and AATT camps came immediately after that tour. And Also The Trees’ debut album From Under The Hill, a cassette-only release that was initially limited to 200 copies, was produced by Robert Smith and Mike Hedges in December 1981 at Hedges’ Playground Studios, just two months after The Cure themselves had recorded ‘Charlotte Sometimes’ there. Their full debut album And Also The Trees, featuring several of the songs from that Smith/Hedges-produced cassette, was produced by Lol Tolhurst at Crass’ studios with engineer David Motion and Lol himself on keyboards, and released on Reflex Records in 1984.

The perception that And Also The Trees were The Cure’s pet band (a status they maintained until they were replaced, in the nineties, by Cranes) gave their popularity a modest boost, their biggest success coming with the EP A Room Lives in Lucy, which reached No.30 in the UK Independent Chart in 1985 (ironically, with no input from any Cure members).

When Robert Smith was asked in 1987 what had happened to them since their collaboration with Lol, he joked, ‘They escaped him.’ However, only a few years later, Smith himself was helping them out again, when he and Mixed Up producer Mark Saunders devoted twelve hours (as reported in Cure News) to mixing the 7-inch and 12-inch versions of AATT’s single ‘The Pear Tree’. Thereafter, The Cure’s involvement in their recordings ceased.

In the twenty-first century, Simon Huw Jones moved to Geneva where he formed an act called November with Bernard Trontin of The Young Gods and pursued a parallel career as a professional photographer. Justin Jones, meanwhile, formed an ambient dub act called Gods of Luxury, and in 2014 played guitar on a Marc Almond track called ‘Impermanence’.

And Also The Trees, with only the Jones brothers remaining from the original line-up, have released albums sporadically and continue to tour. On a few occasions, specifically a trio of special Christmas shows at Hammersmith Apollo in 2014, they have even supported their old friends The Cure.

When interviewed by post-punk.com a month after those shows, Simon Huw Jones reflected on the wildly differing fortunes of the two bands since they first became acquainted. ‘Well, I admit it was difficult not to ponder on that once or twice and I suppose the freaky thing is realising the gulf between their popularity and ours. They have six and a half million Likes on Facebook, for example, and without advertising anywhere can sell out three nights at the Apollo in less than an hour by just announcing it. Impressive. They have written some fine albums and some excellent singles and that once-mighty force that was the music industry swept them up and out of sight, almost … but I don’t reckon that was ever meant to happen to us … It couldn’t have for the simple reason that we’re not much cop at writing singles and Robert is a bit of a genius at it.’

(For those people to whom this level of information about And Also The Trees is simply not enough, a book called The Live Chronicles Volume I, 1980–2005 by Achim Jöhnk was published in 2022, with a foreword by Steven Burrows.)

Anderson, Andy

When asked by Cure News to describe his former drummer Andy Anderson in one word, the word Robert Smith chose was ‘unpredictable’. His life story bears that out.

Clifford Leon ‘Andy’ Anderson was born on 30 January 1951 to an Afro-Caribbean family in London. His father was a boxer and a part-time jazz drummer at Ronnie Scott’s, his mother a singer in a vocal group, and he and his siblings would jam in the hallway in this highly musical household, his eldest brother Colin playing an improvised bass made of a tea chest, broom handle and twine, his middle brother Winston playing piano. A very versatile drummer – he was also skilled on orchestral timpani and kettle drums – he cited Kenney Jones of Small Faces, Mitch Mitchell of Jimi Hendrix Experience and Keith Moon of The Who as his primary influences. He was already a veteran when he was drawn into The Cure’s orbit, having made a living as a session musician on jingles and television commercials as well as playing in several bands in the space rock and prog genres. His first release was the album Xitintoday by Hawkwind spin-off Nik Turner’s Sphynx (on which he is credited as Android Anderson), which was followed by two albums with Gong member Steve Hillage and another with Gong offshoot Mother Gong.

However, he was also active in the new wave scene, playing with M, Techno Twins, Sham 69’s Jimmy Pursey and, perhaps most importantly, Brilliant, the alternative funk band formed by Youth from Killing Joke whose ‘Coming Up for the Downstroke’, co-written by Anderson, appeared on the Batcave compilation Young Limbs and Numb Hymns, bringing him into the world of goth. An Anderson-penned song, ‘Death Drive’, was also recorded by Batcave stalwarts Specimen on a live album.

While his forays into the Batcave would have put him on the radar of Messrs Smith and Severin, it was the space rock side of his CV which made Anderson a perfect fit for the two Cure-related projects for which he is best-known: the psychedelic Blue Sunshine by The Glove, and The Cure’s equally lysergic The Top.

When The Cure needed a new drummer (Lol Tolhurst having decided to move sideways to keyboards) Robert Smith and Chris Parry tracked Anderson down at Trident Studios where he was recording with Brilliant. Anderson was already an admirer, having fallen in love with ‘A Forest’, and the feeling was evidently mutual, as they told him they liked his drumming with Hillage, Pursey and Brilliant. They handed him a cassette to listen to, and invited him to audition. He got the job that day.

Anderson’s first public appearances with The Cure were to promote records with which he had no involvement. The first was on 18 March 1983 when the band, now depleted to a duo, needed a drummer and a bassist to perform live on BBC television’s Oxford Road Show. Anderson was brought in, as was SPK bassist Derek Thompson, for the two-song set of ‘One Hundred Years’ and ‘The Figurehead’, both from the previous year’s Pornography. Next came a pair of appearances on Top of the Pops in July 1983 to mime to ‘The Walk’ alongside bass-mimers Porl Thompson (first appearance) and Phil Thornalley (second appearance), both of whom, like Anderson, hadn’t played on that record either. Later that year, however, he returned to Top of the Pops with a song on which he actually played: ‘The Lovecats’.

When asked by Radio 1’s David ‘Kid’ Jensen to summarise the virtues of their new member, Smith described Anderson as ‘more a free-range drummer than a freelance drummer – a very inventive drummer’. He showed that inventiveness on ‘The Caterpillar’, on which the sound of butterfly wingbeats is simulated by Anderson slapping his leather trousers. Using more conventional drumming, his performance on tracks like ‘Give Me It’ is spectacular.

His contributions to The Top, the one Cure studio album on which he appeared, were narcotic as well as musical. As Robert told the Guardian’s Dorian Lynskey in 2018, Anderson ‘used to make a huge pot of magic mushroom tea (see Drugs) at the start of every day and it just went on from there.’

His position with The Cure made him the obvious choice to play drums with The Glove, and it helped that he’d already met Steven Severin and the Banshees already. ‘It’s a shame we didn’t do more,’ he told the website A Pink Dream. ‘I liked the music on that album [Blue Sunshine ] a lot. It was a great period musically for us all, and was great fun being a part of it.’

The first fruits of Anderson’s work on The Top were showcased with a Richard Skinner session (see Peel Sessions) in February 1984, another Oxford Road Show appearance later that month and Channel 4’s The Tube in April, before the campaign to promote the album’s lead single ‘The Caterpillar’ began at Top of the Pops. The tour to promote The Top, however, was ill-fated for Anderson.

The UK leg ran smoothly enough, with the Hammersmith and Oxford dates immortalised on Concert: The Cure Live, but when the tour moved abroad, the wheels started to come off. On 18 May 1984, after a show at Théâtre de Verdure in Nice, a sequence of events unfolded in the corridors of a five-star hotel which almost resulted in Anderson becoming a prisoner of the French state. As Lol Tolhurst, talking to Mojo, remembered: ‘We came back late at night to our very nice hotel. He was walking down the corridor with a boombox on his shoulder, mirror shades on and paramilitary gear. The hotel security challenged him, he told them he was staying there, went to get his key out of his pocket. The security guy thought he was going to do something else, and maced him.’ The guard, by all accounts, leapt to assumptions on seeing a black man roaming the plush premises, didn’t bother with a verbal challenge, asked no questions, and skipped straight to the macing.

‘Andy, understandably, went on the rampage and hammered a door in’, Robert told Steve Sutherland in Ten Imaginary Years. ‘Well, unfortunately, the mayor’s daughter just happened to be having an illicit affair with some bloke behind that very door so we had to smuggle Andy out of France in a truck.’ A rival version of the story goes that after spending a night in a police cell, Anderson was released without charge on condition that The Cure left town. Either way, the tour continued two days later in Bologna without any cancellations.

The problems escalated again when touring resumed in Australasia in September and October. ‘The tension on that tour was rife’, as Phil Thornalley told Cure biographer Jeff Apter. ‘It was very strange and very sad.’ These tensions flared after a show at the Hordern Pavilion in Sydney on 12 October. ‘He was drinking too much,’ Robert told Sutherland. ‘I had a big stand-up row with him in a club which turned into a real ruck. It was just one of those arguments that takes place in clubs at two in the morning. Y’know, “You don’t give me enough space, man” nonsense. I never really understood it, but I was constantly having to reassure him which I eventually got really fed up with.’

Only three days later, a short three-date tour of Japan began. That’s when things got even worse for Anderson. The final night, 17 October 1984 in Tokyo, would be his last-ever Cure gig, and the final song of the third encore – ‘The Lovecats’ – would be the last song he would play with them.

‘After the shows,’ Robert recalled in Ten Imaginary Years, ‘I went out to this club with Andy and, again, he went completely berserk. We went back to the hotel and he just went on the rampage. It was about 4.30 in the morning and I was feeling a bit sake’d up so I just said goodnight and went to bed.’

The Cure were staying on a floor sealed off from other guests by security guards. Anderson became embroiled in a fight with one of them. Robert woke to find the police there, with an officer outside every band member’s door. ‘Apparently,’ he told Mojo later, ‘Andy had attacked Phil, Bill [Chris Parry], Mac [crew member], security guards, anyone … He’d just been running through the hotel beating people over the head. He’d just taken the place apart.’ Physical force was needed to calm him down, as Lol Tolhurst told Jeff Apter. ‘We had a German tour manager, Jade Kniep, who had spent some time in the military, which was fortunate as he was able to restrain Andy so he couldn’t hurt himself or others.’ Smith found Anderson locked in his room, and was warned by a policeman ‘Look out! Wild man in there!’ It fell to Robert to tell Andy his tour was over. ‘Obviously he wasn’t very happy about it but he said, “I respect you, you’re the only one who’s dared to come and see me.”’ Arrangements were made to send him home, and The Cure never saw him again. Meanwhile, Vince Ely from The Psychedelic Furs was brought in with just five days’ notice to fulfil The Cure’s imminent American dates.

Looking back on Anderson’s stint, Lol Tolhurst told Mojo, ‘People said to us, ‘Oh, you should get Andy, he’s a really good drummer’, but nobody told us that if we went on the road with him for too long, he went crazy. People who had worked with him before asked us afterwards, “Oh yeah, did he go mental?” Oh, thanks …’

Much of the discussion around Andy Anderson – that he was ‘unstable’, that he was ‘mental’, and so on – plays into a certain narrative, the ‘angry black man’ trope. But on many occasions Anderson had cause to be angry.

As a black musician in the overwhelmingly white world of alternative rock, there is no question that Anderson encountered obstacles that few of his peers could comprehend. (It’s notable that one of Anderson’s first post-Cure projects was Dr Love with Zeke Manyika of Orange Juice, one of the very few contemporaries who could relate to Andy’s experience.) Nor is there much doubt that whatever personality traits and mental health issues Anderson already had, these were exacerbated by the behaviour of others towards him. The mace-first, ask-questions-later security guard in Nice was almost certainly motivated by racism, and Robert has acknowledged that similar factors may have played into Anderson’s meltdown in Japan. ‘There was definitely some issues with racism,’ Smith told Alexis Petridis of Mojo. ‘We were sort of oblivious to it, but when we went to places like Japan, you’d notice things, people’s attitudes, how difficult it was for him to get served in clubs. I think it really got to him, it made him frustrated and angry and his behaviour changed as a result.’

The Cure did challenge racist attitudes towards Andy when they encountered them. When asked by A Pink Dream to name his fondest memory of The Cure, Anderson answered, ‘Robert and the band being asked, backstage in an interview before a gig in Germany, whether the reason for having a black guy in the band was to do with the fact that at the time we all wore mainly black clothes with silver and white shirts. The whole band said nothing, looked at each other in disbelief, and ended the interview there and then.’

A tremendously talented drummer, Andy Anderson’s services were always in demand, even if he was never in one job for very long. After his dismissal from The Cure he worked with a hugely impressive and eclectic list of artists including Iggy Pop, Jimmy Somerville, Peter Gabriel, Midge Ure, the Gun Club, Edwyn Collins, Isaac Hayes, The Last Poets and Mike Oldfield.

In later years he worked on solo projects under the names Prime Data and Front and Centre, making what he described as ‘a mixture of house, dubstep, drum & bass and trance’, as well as ‘trying to create the ultimate pop single and album.’

The nearest he came to a rapprochement with The Cure was a stint with tribute band The Cureheads, with whom he parted company after only four months in 2012 when he failed to turn up to the airport for a South American tour. He never went to see the real Cure after leaving them. ‘I’m aware of their albums and singles, tours etc.,’ he told A Pink Dream, ‘but have not been to any as yet. It’s good to see the lads are still going strong and doing well.’ He clearly held no grudge, and remained friends with Cure crew member Gary Biddles and with Lol Tolhurst, even playing in Lol’s band Levinhurst.

On 17 February 2019 Anderson announced on Facebook that he had Stage 4 terminal cancer. ‘No boo-hooing here, just be positive,’ he wrote. ‘For me it’s just another life experience and hurdle that one has to make…’ Clifford ‘Andy’ Anderson died on 26 February, just nine days after the announcement. He is the only Cure member to have passed away.

Robert Smith’s one-word summary was spot-on. The life and career of Andy Anderson was many things, but it was never predictable.

Animation (band)

We can argue all day about what goth means, and whether The Cure were ever really it, but there can be no question marks over the gothness of Animation. Not to be confused with ‘Obsession’ hitmakers Animotion, Animation was a project formed by the young Leon Muraglia. Their sole EP, Frame One (tracks: ‘Secret Life’, ‘Genevieve’, ‘Foreign Lands’) came out in 1982 as the second and final release on Robert Smith and Ric Gallup’s label Dance Fools Dance (following the split Obtainers and Mag/Spys single in 1979). Its ominous bassline, flanged guitar and booming melodramatic vocals tick many goth boxes, and bear the hallmarks of someone who had definitely heard Seventeen Seconds and Faith (not to mention several Bauhaus and Banshees records).

This archived quote from Muraglia, now vanished but preserved by the blog Indepthmusic, tells a little of the Animation story. ‘I played a bit with The Obtainers at school, I knew Robert Smith through The Cure’s Porl Thompson, who worked at L&H Cloake in town (the record shop). He lived round the corner from me, so I’d often pop round on a Sunday and sit and talk – sounds a bit weird, I know! And sometimes he’d invite me in and give me a guitar to play. He ended up producing and putting out the Frame One 7-inch on his label, Dance Fools Dance, in 1982. We pressed 500 singles, which Smith left in the back of his car (a white Vauxhall VX1800 estate) for a few sunny days when he went on a drinking binge with Steve Severin of Siouxsie And The Banshees so half of them were badly warped.’

In Ten Imaginary Years, Robert told his side of the story. ‘It was a bit of a disaster. They’d been playing for two years in Crawley and they couldn’t get any other gigs. I thought, if they had a record out, people might take them more seriously but it was terrible and they broke up, so I decided my forte wasn’t in that side of the record business after all!’

Many years later, a Leon Muraglia surfaced in Oslo as a kosmische musician, and made an album in 2015 called Ubi Bene with Hans-Joachim Roedelius of Cluster and Harmonia. Whether it’s the same Leon Muraglia is unclear, but it needs to be noted that one of the tracks is called ‘There Is A Huge Duck Standing Right Behind You’.

AOL Sessions

In the days when globally livestreamed concerts still felt like an exciting novelty, The Cure played an AOL Sessions gig on 7 June 2004 at Olympic Studios in London. The AOL Sessions, officially titled Sessions@AOL, were comparable, in terms of being a promotional tool via a worldwide broadcaster which could reach an international audience in one quick and easy hit, to the MTV Unplugged session a decade earlier. (Other bands to perform AOL Sessions included Blondie, My Chemical Romance and Scissor Sisters.)

The line-up of Robert Smith, Simon Gallup, Porl Thompson, Perry Bamonte and Jason Cooper played a thirty-three-minute, seven-song set on a soundstage with no live audience except the viewers at home, the setlist ranging from then-current tracks like ‘The End Of The World’ to classic hits like ‘Lovesong’ and ‘Just Like Heaven’, via fan-fave deep cuts like ‘One Hundred Years’. Surviving footage includes arty overhead shots of the tops of the band’s heads, as they stood on patterned red rugs, and the session also involved a brief interview.

The tracks were available individually and as a downloadable bundle on iTunes and, though never officially available as a physical product, the session has been released as an illegal bootleg dozens of times.

Argentina

On Tuesday 17 March 1987, The Cure began their first ever South American tour with two nights at Estadio Ferro Carril Oeste, a sports stadium in the Caballito district of Buenos Aires. These shows have gone down in Cure and Argentinian folklore due to the ugly scenes of violence that took place at both shows.

The Cure were the first international band to have played at the Ferro Carril Oeste. But they weren’t just any international band. They were a British band. It was only five years since Britain and Argentina were locked in conflict in the Falklands War, after authoritarian dictator General Leopoldo Galtieri and his murderous military junta ordered the invasion of the islands that Argentinians call Las Malvinas. In the interim, Argentina had made a shaky return to democracy, but there was nevertheless an unmistakable edge to an English rock group playing a concert in Buenos Aires.

Smith, however, was sceptical about media coverage which focused on the geopolitical angle. ‘It got distorted because it was Argentina and we’re English or British. People thought there was some sort of political overtone to it.’ Robert played down the importance of their nationality. ‘I think the riots in Argentina would have happened whoever the band was. They’d printed too many tickets. It was nothing to do with us.’

This overselling, certainly, was the catalyst for the trouble. The promoters, one version of the story goes, had sold 30,000 tickets for a 15,000-capacity venue each night. One report even had the numbers at 110,000 and 60,000, but Robert, in a tour diary written for Melody Maker, said it was more like 19,000 and 17,000. Associated Press estimated that 23,000 managed to get in.

From the moment they arrived in Argentina, The Cure were greeted like gods. ‘For the Argentine public it was a unique event’, wrote journalist Oscar Jalil in a superbly thorough 2013 article for Rolling Stone and La Nacion, ‘an Anglo group that arrived at a local stadium at its artistic and popular peak.’ As Robert wrote of their journey from the airport, ‘there are people everywhere, and we are followed all the way into the city by a bizarre motorcade of horn-blowing-screaming-waving cars’.

If they’d spoken to their old friends Siouxsie And The Banshees, they might have had some inkling of what was about to unfold: the Banshees had played in Argentina four months earlier and been drenched in spit for the full ninety minutes of the show, because audiences thought that’s how you’re meant to behave at a punk concert.

When the day of the concert arrived – a ‘hot and dreadfully sunny’ day, Smith wrote – there was a febrile atmosphere around the stadium. Local tour manager Fabian Couto, speaking to Jalil, recalled seeing fights outside the venue, and hearing ‘an infernal yelling’. One rumour even had it that a rival promoter had paid barras bravas (football hooligan firms) to go along and instigate trouble.

The set by support act La Sobrecarga passed off without incident, but it was in the ninety-minute interval that what a police report in Pelo magazine described as an ‘unstoppable escalation of violence’ began. Fans, many of them with tickets but refused entry due to the show being oversold, began breaking in through roofs, fences and walls (one of which was demolished completely). The overcrowding in the stalls forced other audience members to breach a barbed-wire fence and run onto the field. Police reacted by trying to violently repel the crowd, and the crowd fought back with stones, sticks, belts and pieces of metal. A pitched battle erupted, and three police dogs were beaten to death. Thirty people were badly trampled, and a local newspaper the next day, under the headline ‘Crónica de la Violencia’, printed photos which showed injured people being carried away on makeshift stretchers. Meanwhile, outside the stadium, a hot-dog vendor died of cardiac arrest when his van was attacked by a mob.

Promoter Daniel Grinbank took the stage to appeal for calm, ‘because otherwise no more outside groups will come’ and play here. His plea had little effect. Eventually, it became clear that the only way to calm things down was for The Cure to actually start the show. Grinbank ordered the band to be ushered onstage. ‘I never saw musicians so afraid before going out to play,’ Couto told Jalil. But Smith told his band they had to step up and perform.

Just over a week later in Rio de Janeiro, Robert spoke to Johnny Black from Q magazine, and reflected on the Buenos Aires experience. ‘We could hear screams and glass smashing from down in the dressing rooms, two hours before the concert began. When we went on stage, it looked like the whole stadium was on fire. Two security men were taken to hospital suffering from burns because fans threw blazing plastic chairs into the security pit.’

If all of that wasn’t bad enough, they had to play the same venue again the following night. This time, the police attended in far greater numbers in an attempt to prevent another riot. Organisers had come up with what they thought was a clever idea: to build an enormously tall wooden barrier in front of the stage in order to protect TV cameramen from missiles and to encourage the audience to stand further back. The plan backfired, provoking those who could not see the stage into throwing flaming newspapers over the top, then tearing down the barrier entirely, causing most of the security to flee, leaving the band unprotected.

In his tour diary, Robert wrote:

‘The crowd surges forward as we go onstage, and despite the higher barricades and extra police (or more exactly because of the higher barriers and extra police), battle begins.’

As he told Johnny Black, the plan was destined to fail. ‘It was madness. They told us that people would back off from the barrier to see the group, but how could they? There were 17,000 crammed on the pitch alone … and when they started ripping the barrier down, security men were hitting the ones at the front with lengths of pipe.’

His diary again:

‘By halfway through the set there are several uniformed men on fire, with most of their comrades taking shelter under the stage from the ceaseless and merciless rain of coins, seats, stones and glass.’

Porl Thompson was the first to be hit, a wood and metal crucifix gashing his forehead and causing him to temporarily leave the stage. Eventually, it was Robert’s turn. ‘When a Coke bottle cracks me full in the face during “10.15” I stop the song and go a touch beserk,’ he wrote. Speaking to Johnny Black, he elaborated: ‘I spent a minute just screaming at the crowd and the security men. We cut the set short after an hour and a quarter because everybody in the band had been hit by flying objects.’

Smith described the surrounding neighbourhood, as they sped away, as ‘not unlike downtown Beirut’, and to complete the apocalyptic vision, according to newspaper La Razón the windows of houses adjacent to the stadium were shattered by the volume of the music.

‘It wasn’t much fun,’ the master of understatement later recalled. ‘The second night was scary. We were in the middle of it and there was nothing we could do. They brought in the army and there was tear gas. It was very odd. It was a good concert, though. The riots didn’t take place inside, so much.’

He admitted that they feared for their lives when the rioting was underway. ‘It was the one time I’ve been really frightened with The Cure, because we were locked in this basement room and we could smell burning, sirens were going off and I thought, We’re not going to get out of this.’

For Smith, the root of the problem was structural and endemic. ‘The whole place runs on vice and corruption,’ he explained to Johnny Black. ‘The local police chiefs make regulations that you must have police at concerts, but also that you must pay for them. So, in effect, you bribe them to provide security. The riots in Argentina were really against the police, not against us.’

Smith vowed never to set foot on a stage in Argentina again, a promise he kept for twenty-six years despite frequent visits to neighbouring Brazil. When they finally did return, Smith did his English-understatement thing and downplayed the disaster. ‘There was a riot, it’s true …’, he told Oscar Jalil, ‘but it wasn’t Altamont either.’

Arrests

The website Loudwire once gathered together sixty of the most famous police mugshots of rock stars. All the usual suspects – literally – were there: Sid Vicious, Axl Rose, Ozzy Osbourne, Marilyn Manson, pretty much every member of Mötley Crüe, and of course Johnny Cash.

Conspicuous in their absence from this litany of rock ’n’ roll bad boys were The Cure. Because they’re such politely behaved, well-brought-up middle-class Englishmen? Or because most of their misdemeanours occurred in continental Europe where leaked mugshots aren’t such a thing? You be the jury.

The band’s involvement in violence, in their earliest days, tended to be as victims, not perpetrators. However, once they touched down on European soil, they were off the leash. On 25 May 1980 in Rotterdam, The Cure were lucky to avoid arrest when they were thrown out of afterhours drinking bar the Heavy Club when Lol Tolhurst urinated in a phone booth thinking it was a toilet (see Pissing). Rather than sensibly counting their blessings and calling it a night, they instead went to the beach where Robert Smith and crew member Mac ran into the sea, grabbing a ‘No Swimming’ sign and hurling it into the water. An old woman who lived nearby saw this happen and phoned the police. Before long, the band were arrested at gunpoint, thrown into a van and, according to Ten Imaginary Years, had to bribe their way out.

On the same European tour, in Lyon, Matthieu Hartley uprooted a small tree and tried to batter down the door to Lol and Simon Gallup’s hotel room because he wanted a light for his cigarette. The police were called, and impounded The Cure’s van along with all their equipment, obliging them to catch a train to the next date and borrow instruments for the rest of the tour.

Drummer Andy Anderson also had run-ins with the police in both France and Japan after hotel flare-ups. Lol Tolhurst, post-Cure, spent a night in a London police cell drunk. And, Robert revealed in Cure News in 1994, his own rap sheet included getting arrested in Holland for public indecency, in Luxembourg for criminal damage and in Japan for threatening behaviour. Each time, he was let off with a warning. He has also been apprehended for vagrancy in Paris, and arrested in Germany for pissing against the side of a Mexican bar.

And he seems like such a nice boy.

Artwork

The majority of The Cure’s record sleeves have been designed by Pearl (Porl) Thompson and Andy ‘Undy’ Vella, mostly under the name of their company, Parched Art. Thompson and Vella have typically given The Cure’s artwork a distinctive childlike, hand-drawn style which, though ever-changing, is almost always recognisably Cure.

Before Vella and Thompson, Bill Smith designed ‘Killing An Arab’ (originating The Cure logo with the dropped ‘C’) and the albums Boys Don’t Cry, Three Imaginary Boys and Seventeen Seconds.

Also credited on Three Imaginary Boys are Dave Dragon, who had been working on reggae, folk, funk and prog throughout the seventies but had recently turned his hand to a new wave sleeve in the form of Wire’s 154, and Connie Jude, a relative newcomer who had worked for Polydor already on The Jam’s This Is the Modern World.

The Vella/Thompson era was interrupted almost as soon as it had begun when Ben Kelly, whose solid track record of post-punk sleeves included Joy Division, Section 25 and OMD, was brought in for Pornography.

Sometimes there have been different configurations, such as ‘Lovesong’ and Mixed Up, which were designed by Vella with paintings by the mononymous Maya (whose only credits are those two records).

It is worth noting that the division of labour between artwork and design is a fuzzy and inexact science, but one can usually surmise that the main image was created by those credited with ‘artwork’, whereas the superimposition of logos and information, and general layout, is done by the ‘design’ team.

The twenty-first century saw a new direction, with sleeve design overseen by venerable design house Stylorouge (Bloodflowers, The Cure), sometimes in tandem with smART (Bloodflowers, The Cure, Five Swing Live), a shady collective whose name has only ever appeared on Cure releases, and is heavily rumoured to be Robert himself.

The Cure’s youngest sleeve creators of all were hired for one job in 2004. The artwork, as opposed to design, of The Cure was provided by Robert Smith’s nephews and nieces: Alice, Benedict, Bethani, Bodhi, Christopher, Ciaran, Darcie, Dames, Nicholas, Noosha, Richard, Samuel, Sarahnearly, Sian, Theodore and Tod. Most Cure record sleeves only look as though they were drawn by children. The Cure actually was.

Assemblage

Assemblage is the name of a CD box set released in 1991 for the French market, featuring the first twelve Cure albums (including the Japanese Whispers and Standing On A Beach compilations and Concert live album) in cardboard sleeves. These sleeves were somewhat clumsily rendered: Three Imaginary Boys, for instance, crops off the bottom of the vacuum cleaner.

The front of the box folded out to reveal a large die-cut Cure logo with a multicoloured cardboard wheel underneath which you could rotate to change the logo’s colours. There was also a drawer to access the discs made of fake violet silk. It included a sixty-four-page booklet written in collaboration with a French fanzine also called Three Imaginary Boys.

The title may be considered a pun of sorts: ‘assemblage’ means ‘assembly’ in French but also refers to a blend of grapes in wine-making. It is also, coincidentally, the title of a compilation on the dreaded Hansa of early material by Japan, another British band screwed over by that label …

Associates

Associates were a Scottish group of the early eighties centred around Billy Mackenzie, a charismatic singer with an operatic vocal range in the style of Russell Mael from Sparks, and guitarist and co-writer Alan Rankine. Critic Simon Reynolds once described them as ‘the great should-have-beens of British pop’. Their sparkling, soaring 1982 single ‘Party Fears Two’ is widely considered the high point of the New Pop movement, and the album from which it came was named Album of the Year in Melody Maker.

Their connections with The Cure are many: they shared, at various points, a manager, a label, a studio, a producer, a bassist and an art designer, as well as going on tour together. Their early careers ran in parallel: both bands were highly regarded on the arty fringes but made inroads into the pop mainstream (The Cure were the first to reach the Top 40, but Associates were the first to reach the Top 10).

Chris Parry became interested in signing them to Fiction after NME journalist Adrian Thrills made him listen to an Associates tape in the car journey back to London after seeing The Cure in Redhill in late 1978.

In November and December 1979 The Cure and Associates embarked on the Future Pastimes tour together, with labelmates The Passions, whose debut single ‘Hunted’ was the first release on Fiction. By that point, Michael Dempsey had been edged out of The Cure and was a member of the Associates. However, the tour was, according to author Tom Doyle in his Mackenzie biography The Glamour Chase, ‘a disaster’ (at least from an Associates point of view, as their sixteen-year-old drummer couldn’t play well enough). Incidentally, the Associates subsequently followed in The Cure’s footsteps by supporting Siouxsie And The Banshees in 1980.

Robert Smith guested on ‘Even Dogs in the Wild’ (later the title of a novel by Ian Rankin) and the title track of the debut Associates album The Affectionate Punch. It was recorded in Morgan Studios (Three Imaginary Boys), produced by Chris Parry and Mike Hedges, with artwork from Bill Smith, and released on Fiction on 1 August 1980, making it Robert Smith’s first collaboration with another artist. Michael Dempsey featured in promotional shots but was not actually on the record. However, having left The Cure he later became a fully-fledged Associate, and co-wrote the 1981 B-side ‘The Associate’, and the Sulk album track ‘Skipping’.

Associates split from Fiction in December 1980, their neck-and-neck rivalry with The Cure having apparently become an issue: a case of ‘this label ain’t big enough for both of them’. Associates publicist Chris Carr, quoted in The Glamour Chase, says ‘Robert Smith is Fiction and as soon as the Associates in any shape or form started to compete, a certain line was toed by Parry. It was definitely Robert Smith that went in and said, ‘We’re not having it’. I think Chris knew which side his bread was buttered on at that time, and had to kow-tow to that.’

At the height of their pop success, there was always an element of mischief and subversion to Associates. Performing their hit ‘18 Carat Love Affair’ on Top of the Pops in 1982, Alan Rankine ‘played’ a chocolate guitar which he then broke into pieces and fed to the audience. Despite the Fiction fall-out, they maintained a friendship with The Cure at this time, visiting the band during the Pornography sessions.

Sulk was followed by a three-year hiatus, fatal for Associates’ momentum, during which Rankine and Dempsey both left. 1985’s Perhaps also had Cure connections: future Simon Gallup stand-in Roberto Soave played bass, ‘Let’s Go To Bed’ session man Steve Goulding played drums, and David M. Allen produced.

After a fourth album Wild And Lonely flopped in 1990, Mackenzie made attempts at launching a solo career and at reuniting Associates, but to no avail. When his record label took him for dinner to inform him that he was being dropped, he famously played one last prank. He agreed to everything, as long as they would pay for his taxi home. What they didn’t realise was that ‘home’ didn’t mean London. It meant Dundee.

As their careers diverged wildly, Smith and Mackenzie remained on good terms. In a 1990 issue of Cure News, Robert cited Billy Mackenzie as someone The Cure had toured with, and with whom he was still friends. In June 1996, Billy made a cameo in a party scene in the video for ‘Mint Car’. This may be his final appearance on screen; on 22 January 1997, suffering depression and devastated by the death of his mother, Billy Mackenzie took his own life.

After his death, Michael Dempsey collaborated with the Mackenzie estate to oversee a reissue programme and protect Billy’s legacy. The Cure song ‘Cut Here’, released as a single to promote the Greatest Hits compilation in 2001, was written in tribute to Billy Mackenzie, expressing Robert’s regret at not paying him enough attention on the last occasion they met.

Great should-have-beens perhaps, but the impression left by Associates’ fleeting existence is enormous.

Australasia

For a man who doesn’t like flying, Robert Smith has made the longest possible plane journey from his local Gatwick Airport on a remarkable number of occasions. The Cure have visited the Land Down Under nine times and counting, and have played in excess of ninety shows in Australia and New Zealand. (Robert played a further seven there as a Banshee.)

On their first visit to the Antipodes, which began in July 1980, their New Zealand-born manager Chris Parry took his young English charges back to his homeland (and its bigger neighbour) and worked them like dogs. The tour was originally intended to involve eight gigs, but that more than tripled, with the band frequently playing two shows per night because promoters had initially underestimated demand. At the first destination on the itinerary, Mainstream Cabaret in Auckland, they played five shows in three nights. Robert didn’t mind the insane schedule, and later revealed that after the official shows they sometimes ended up playing in people’s garages and basements, still buzzing.

Over in Australia, venues were typically tiny cramped clubs with names like the Bondi Lifesaver, Wollongong Leagues Club and Comb & Cutter Hotel, with equally tiny stages, bringing the band close enough for the audience to vomit on their feet. The tour ended with a final energy-sapping burst of three shows in two nights in Perth, but the band were obliged to stay a further week there, in a hotel overlooking the Indian Ocean, because there were no daily flights back to the UK. For Lol Tolhurst, this enforced leisure time was one of his favourite memories of the band, offering the opportunity ‘just to have fun and run up and down this beach with white sand like sugar, and you couldn’t see anyone in either direction.’

The following year, promoting Faith on The Picture Tour in the summer of 1981, their schedule was somewhat more humane: just sixteen shows, with only one double-up. As they told NME’s Paul Morley, they were ‘experimenting with hedonism’ (see Drugs) on that jaunt, but the locals were more interested in experimenting with the aerodynamics of lager. Aussie crowds had no patience for the slower, more atmospheric Faith material and, according to Ten Imaginary Years (see Books), ‘expected faster, poppier “Fire in Cairo” type stuff’. They showed their displeasure in the easiest way available. ‘If a Foster’s can hits you,’ Smith told Morley, ‘then you know that you’re in Australia.’

Smith’s next visit to the opposite side of the planet came in 1983 as a member of Siouxsie And The Banshees, on a tour during which relations between him and the rest of his side-hustle band became strained. When he returned there in 1984 with The Cure, further tensions erupted into violence as he and drummer Andy Anderson had a screaming fight in a nightclub. On this tour, the band were at least playing decent-sized theatres and enjoying a reasonable level of comfort. The schedule, though, was brutal, as Robert recorded in his tour diary. ‘Days became blurred. We played 2 concerts in one night in Brisbane, made a TV appearance 1200 miles away in Melbourne the next day, and then had to get back up to Brisbane the same night for another show. This particular adventure took 5 separate flights, 2 helicopters, several police escorts(!), and years off our lives …’

Perhaps understandably, The Cure took a break from visiting Australia and New Zealand in the second half of the eighties. However, the region was never far from their minds. A newspaper story about the suicide of two fans who had been listening to The Cure while they killed themselves, with the headline ‘Gothic Cult Suicide’, appeared to point the finger of blame at the band. ‘We had this stuck on the wall [during the making of Disintegration]’, Robert told Spin in 1989. ‘I know it’s tragic, but at the same time it’s grimly funny because it obviously had nothing to do with us. We were just singled out.’

Australia’s lengthening Cure drought caused 35,000 fans to sign a petition in 1991 imploring them to return. In 1992 they did, for a nine-date tour of large arenas. This time, Robert found an effective way to deal with the long-haul flight, as he told Cure News: ‘[We] flew there but stayed up 72 hours beforehand then took sleeping pills with brandy.’

In 2000 they were back in Aus for six arena shows and a festival, but skipped New Zealand entirely. By 2007, Kiwi fans who felt frustrated by the lack of a Cure gig in fifteen long years drew up another petition (they love a petition in Oceania), and the band duly scheduled an Auckland gig into their tour that year. One of the petitioners, Alastair Ross from Taranaki, was then sent to Melbourne by a television network to interview the band for their only Australasian TV interview.

In 2011, The Cure went back to where it all began – the furthest point away. Sydney Opera House was the scene of a historic reunion when Lol Tolhurst rejoined the band for two nights at the beginning of the Reflections tour, on which they celebrated the thirtieth anniversary of Faith by performing their first three albums in full.

After another arena tour in 2016, which (smartly) began in Auckland to avert any further petitions, they were back in Sydney Opera House in 2019 for another anniversary show, this time performing Disintegration in full (plus associated B-sides and outtakes) five times.

All in all, The Cure have given so much time to Australasia over the years that even if it never happens again, it’s not The End Of The World.

Awards

It’s one of the greatest moments in music television history.

On 29 March 2019 The Cure, having previously been nominated in 2011, were finally inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame (seeing off the challenge of fellow nominees Def Leppard, Devo, Janet Jackson, John Prine, Kraftwerk, LL Cool J, MC5, Radiohead, Rage Against the Machine, Roxy Music, Rufus featuring Chaka Khan, Stevie Nicks, The Zombies and Todd Rundgren).

During a ceremony hosted at the Barclays Center in New York by Nine Inch Nails’ Trent Reznor, who acknowledged The Cure’s influence on his own band, Robert Smith, Simon Gallup, Jason Cooper, Roger O’Donnell and Reeves Gabrels played a five-song set of ‘Shake Dog Shake’, ‘A Forest’, ‘Lovesong’, ‘Just Like Heaven’ and ‘Boys Don’t Cry’ as former members Pearl Thompson, Lol Tolhurst, Michael Dempsey and Boris Williams looked on.

Just before the performance, TV interviewer Carrie Keagan bounded up to the band on the red carpet, almost hyperventilating with excitement. ‘Hi, I’m Carrie!’ she beamed. ‘It’s so nice to meet you! Hi! Congratulations The Cure, Rock & Roll Hall of Fame Inductees 2019! Are you as excited as I am?’ Robert turned to look at her, and gave the immortal reply, ‘Um, by the sounds of it, no …’

The car-crash interview continued for a few more questions, as Smith’s bandmates smirked uncomfortably behind him, then Keagan let them go. But it was the ‘By the sounds of it, no’ moment which went viral. The clip was seen as emblematic of the cultural chasm between American energy and British reserve (see USA). It became a news item on ITV’s Good Morning Britain, introduced by host Susanna Reid as ‘When American enthusiasm meets British deadpan’. (Her co-host Piers Morgan claimed to be a massive Cure fan. Reid visibly did not believe him. Nor did anyone else.) In fairness, Carrie Keagan, speaking from Los Angeles, was a very good sport about the whole thing.

In many ways, it may seem surprising that The Cure were there at all. For any serious artist, the idea that something as subjective as aesthetic merit can be measured and quantified, and rewarded with awards, goes against the grain. Music is an art, not a sport. (And the very idea of a Rock & Roll Hall of Fame, always a weird one from a British perspective, derives from American sport.) Awards are nice to receive, and Robert has always been a gracious recipient at ceremonies – his award-receiving face is one with which he’s had plenty of practice over the years – but he never gives the impression that he lives and breathes for the sweet validation of a gong. (Especially when that gong is chosen by a committee of mere music industry figures or critics, as opposed to the public.)

The first time The Cure truly engaged with the annual awards circus was in 1989 when they played ‘Just Like Heaven’ at MTV’s VMAs (Video Music Awards) but didn’t win anything. The following year, at 1990’s BRIT Awards, they won British Video of the Year for ‘Lullaby’. (Robert didn’t have his head turned by the victory: in the April 1990 edition of Cure News he called it ‘a foolish award’.)

Arguably the most prestigious accolade of The Cure’s career came in February 1991 when they won Best British Group at the BRIT Awards. The likelihood of their win had been flagged up by the fact that they had headlined the Great British Music Weekend the previous month at Wembley Arena (as seen in Play Out), an event staged by BRITs organisers the British Phonographic Industry and featuring BRITs branding. At the ceremony, where ‘Close To Me (remix)’ was also nominated for Best Video and Robert Smith for Best Male Singer, they performed ‘Never Enough’ and had their award handed to them by The Who’s Roger Daltrey, who expressed relief that he was giving it to a ‘real’ guitar band: ‘I thought I would be presenting this award to a sampler and drum machine.’ (Daltrey was not known for his progressive attitudes. In 1980, as a guest host of Top of the Pops, he introduced Village People with the words ‘watch your backs’.)

At the 1992 VMAs, The Cure won the International Viewer’s Choice Award from MTV Europe viewers for ‘Friday I’m In Love’ in absentia. They were scheduled to play Camden Palace in London as part of the broadcast but withdrew, citing exhaustion.

There then followed a gap of almost a decade in which The Cure quietly and imperceptibly morphed from a band who received prizes for their current work into a heritage act who won Lifetime Achievement-type awards. The first of these was at the Ivor Novello Awards in 2001, where Robert Smith was given the International Achievement Award. In 2003 The Cure were given the Q Inspiration Award (another gong awarded to living legends).

In April 2004 The Cure were inducted into the Rock Walk at the Guitar Center in Hollywood, placing an imprint of their hands into the cement. Later that year they were back at the VMAs, winning the MTV Icon award. They received it at a special show on 17 September, recorded at Old Billingsgate Market in London (a building in which your author helped install the flooring during a summer job). The host was Marilyn Manson, who stated that ‘The Cure showed me there was more to life than metal.’ Guests Blink 182 performed a cover of ‘A Letter To Elise’, and were then joined by Robert Smith on their own ‘All Of This’ (the studio version of which featured Robert). AFI played ‘Just Like Heaven’, Razorlight played ‘Boys Don’t Cry’ and Deftones played ‘If Only Tonight We Could Sleep’ (which they would later repeat at the Meltdown Festival), after which The Cure played an eighteen-song set of their own. It was broadcast, almost inevitably, on Hallowe’en.

In 2007, at Los Premios MTV Latinoamérica (the Latin American version of the VMAs), they won the Influencia Award. It was held in Mexico, which in Cure terms is almost home turf. In 2009 they received the Godlike Genius Award at the NME Awards, which had been revived under the aegis of their old pal Steve Sutherland. They played a ten-song set at the awards themselves at London’s Brixton Academy, and headlined the accompanying Shockwaves NME Awards Big Gig at the O2 Arena the following night.

In 2020 Robert was back at the NME Awards, winning Best Festival Headliner (following a year in which, among other things, they had headlined Glastonbury), and performing two songs with Chvrches: their recent collaboration ‘How Not to Drown’ (which had won the award for Best Song in the UK) and The Cure’s ‘Just Like Heaven’. The same year, Smith and Gallup were back at the Ivor Novellos, picking up the Music Icon Award.

In 2025, their profile boosted by Songs Of A Lost World, The Cure were back on the BRITs’ shortlists after decades in the wilderness, nominated for Group of the Year, Album of the Year and Best Alternative/Rock Act. (They didn’t win in any category, and did not perform on the night.)

And this incomplete list doesn’t even mention the countless nominations, Readers’ Polls wins and more obscure accolades that have come their way. The Cure have more awards than most bands could possibly dream of.

But they don’t care if you don’t.
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