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Foreword
Ian Rankin

I’ve been trying to remember my introduction to Joy Division. Their name came first, I think. I was 19, living in student digs in Edinburgh, a basement flat, one room shared with an old schoolfriend. A ring at the bell one dark night. It was another friend of mine from schooldays, heading off to the Odeon to see Buzzcocks. But it was the support band he was really interested in: Joy Division. “Never heard of them,” I probably said. I was halfway through writing an essay, and it was almost certainly raining, not much spare cash lying around. (These were the days of cornershop cheese, Vesta curries.) So I shook my head, closed the door and turned back towards the 40-watt bulb, the gas meter with its voracious appetite for my tenpenny pieces.

It sounds Dickensian because it was. It was the late 1970s, and punk had become boring. Everything was boring. What was I listening to? Throbbing Gristle, early Human League, Eno and Bowie and PiL. Music with an industrial edge, a metal sheen. I’ve got the date now: 6 October 1979. Joy Division at the Odeon.

I bumped into my friend a day or so later, and he raved about the band, about the mad singer and his twitchy dance. There was a tiny, sweaty record shop across the road from my flat. I sought out Unknown Pleasures. Great title, I thought. It seemed to be summing up my life at the time. (I’d later – much later – lift that title for a short story of mine.) Great cover, too. Minimalist, iconic design. Tactile. A single photo on the inside sleeve: a hand reaching around a door. I took it home, put it on the record player, and listened to the sounds of isolation, of city strife, sounds of alienation and fragmentation. Sound poems.

It was perfect. It still is. I’m listening to it as I write.

In my bedsit, I rummaged through stacks of old music magazines, looking for info on the band, pictures, anything. The album wasn’t giving much away, after all. The first photos I saw of the band members were by Kevin Cummins.

Ian Curtis in a trenchcoat, smoking a cigarette. The day behind him seems misty, threatening more snow.

The band onstage, studious in their work while their singer flails around, or squeezes the life from his microphone stand.

And who could have guessed that bassist Peter Hook would sport a beard…?

In the posed portraits, Joy Division always appear elusive, drained of emotion. They stand in shadows, or against brick walls, or framed by windows, producing images which say just about all that needs saying about their music: bleak, beautiful and “out there”, by which I mean that the band weren’t about to explain themselves. They left meaning and interpretation in the ear of the listener, the eye of the beholder.

This was always frustrating, but captivating. There have always been artists like this, people who want the art to speak for itself. There were no lyrics printed on the sleeve of Unknown Pleasures, and there would be none on its follow-up, Closer. Who needed lyrics, when so many other clues were to hand? The very titles of the albums, their track listings – “Disorder”, “Shadowplay”, “Wilderness”, “Decades”, “Isolation” – told you what kind of music to expect. So did the cover art. And so did the various photoshoots. Thankfully, Kevin Cummins was a constant, capturing a kind of beauty that seemed elegiac: doomed from the start. Nor was this just mythmaking: Ian Curtis was soon to offer tragic proof of this. Rather, Kevin’s photos found something essential inside the band that they probably weren’t even properly conscious of themselves.

Joy Division were to become a self-fulfilling prophecy. Ian Curtis would commit suicide in May 1980. The single “Love Will Tear Us Apart” would send the band into the Top 20 in June, and a month later would come Closer, by now regarded as one of history’s longer suicide notes.

The night I heard the news of Ian Curtis’s death, I was preparing to go onstage with my own band, The Dancing Pigs. It was another of our inglorious gigs: supporting a heavy metal band at a pub in Cowdenbeath, 20 or so snakebite drinkers our sum audience. Outside, the landscape was scarred by coal mining and unemployment. This was where I’d been brought up. A hard, inward-looking place. I was wearing my trenchcoat, the one I’d hunted for after seeing Kevin’s photograph. Back in my digs, a small red ticket was Blutacked to the wall above my narrow single bed. It was for a Joy Division gig at Edinburgh’s Astoria, a gig they would now never get round to playing.

The demise of Joy Division robbed me of my chance to see them in the flesh. They would remain as a series of musical highlights, and as the pictures of Kevin Cummins, the pairing creating an atmosphere, a mood, a fragment of time – my story, as well as the band’s.

The overarching irony, of course, is that these should be pictures of a rock group at the start of its long, successful career. The photos in the rehearsal room show some of the tedium of the job, but they also show the young band’s nervousness. They knew they had something. It was just a question of whether the public would agree. Bernard Sumner manages to look like a young Keith Richards, that same mixture of swagger and hesitancy, knowing how important this time is for his life to come. There are a few guarded smiles – smiles which wouldn’t have been made public at the time, being seen as antithetical to the group’s “public image”. (I’m glad I’m seeing them now: it’s good to know there was fun to be had in Joy Division. Suddenly, the band’s name loses some of its chilly irony.) The group go about their business with an urgent intensity, a concentration of purpose, excited at the prospect of future success.

In these photographs, we see four young men growing into an idea of a band, coming to understand their place in the scheme of things, becoming more professional, honing their stagecraft. A young band, remember. And at the very start of things, as far as they could know.

Ahead of them: singles and albums, and headlining tours.

The USA was beckoning. Other continents might be conquered.

It’s all here in these pictures: captured moments distilling hope and expectation; the thrill of performance; the enjoyment of an act. And yet… the photographer sees more. Those backgrounds, the shadows and darkness, the black-painted brickwork and suburban snowscape. It’s as if they embrace the players in this story. As if Joy Division’s end was there to see from the very beginning.

This makes the book all the more poignant, as well as a brilliant insight into doomed youth. But most important of all, it’s the record of a band who changed lives, providing a soundtrack for many of us, a soundtrack as compelling today as it ever was.
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