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“First of all you want to tell a story, but images are what are going to shore it up and get to the heart of the matter.”

ANNE SEXTON
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FOREWORD

SIMON ARMITAGE

The Fall are an ugly band. It’s part of the attraction. They make a noise that to many people borders on the offensive. When US Forces laid siege to opera-loving Panamanian dictator General Noriega in Panama City’s Vatican Embassy, they surrounded the building with loudspeakers and eventually “smoked” him out with a playlist that included songs from pop and rock’s jukebox of sonic horror. Noriega stuck it out for about two weeks, but I always thought that a quick barrage of Hex Enduction Hour or Room To Live would have brought a speedier conclusion, the surrendering military leader emerging with his hands over his ears, screaming, “Enough, enough.”

I say this as someone who has witnessed the curdled faces and curled toes of listeners who have experienced The Fall either accidentally or at my insistence, people who heard only discord and incompetence when the likes of “Noel’s Chemical Effluence” or “Spoilt Victorian Child” were aimed in their direction. But my ears are different. In my ears, then in my brain, The Fall produce a sound which appeals to some fundamental part of my social and psychological identity, and speaks directly to my understanding of what music can be. I find them urgent, powerful, exciting, mesmerizing. Unlike some, I DO NOT LISTEN TO THE FALL FOR REASONS OF IRONY or out of INTELLECTUAL CURIOSITY – I actually LIKE THEM. And if I say they disturb me, I mean that they provoke a response – cerebral, linguistic, emotional, cultural, political – like no other work of art, be it a film, a painting or (I admit it) a poem. They also incite a physical reaction, something I feel materially, in my neck, wrists and at other pulse points around my body. The Fall aren’t known for their floor-fillers but I have a playlist lined up and ready to roll, a selection of infectiously danceable choons, from the heavy stomp of “Mountain Energei”, to the jaunty pop jig of “Victoria”, to the trippy trance beat of “Powderkex”, to the madcap psychobilly of “Tommy Shooter”, to the fuzzy mosh pit thrash of “Container Drivers”. Fall Disco DJ: call me; available.

Being a Fall fan can be an unglamorous occupation. It’s partly an age thing. If you were 16 or 17 the year Live at the Witch Trials or Dragnet came out, you’re now in your late 50s, the age your mum and dad were when everything they said about “popular music” was the killjoy spiel of out-of-touch fuddy duddies. Telling someone you’re going upstairs to listen to The Fall (as an activity it’s often undertaken privately, in distant rooms or on well-insulated headphones) is like saying you’re going back to your taxidermy project. On the other hand, it’s a badge of honour within the higher regions of musical discourse. There’s something unanswerable about wearing a Fall T-shirt or recommending an album or quoting a line, a kind of trump card in the rock-and-roll-conversation game. There’s something comforting, too, about finding other Fall fans, confirming that you’re not alone in the universe and that your taste in music is, in fact, discerning rather than defective or plain old broke. And, of course, The Fall are now eternal: most music fails to outlive the era of its emergence, but The Fall sound has matured with age. The day I was approached to write this foreword I’d been listening to Your Future Our Clutter on vinyl for about six hours solid. Just kept changing the discs or flipping them over (vinyl, double album) then dropping the needle on the outer circumference again, and could have happily gone on doing it into the night. You can’t write for posterity – it’s a mug’s game because we’ve no idea what the future will be like – but The Fall never belonged to a specific musical period or style, so have remained timeless. (It’s one of the reasons why I continue to write about them in the present tense, even though they no longer exist.) A lack of commercial success and general unpopularity among the masses probably helped; they could never sell out because they had nothing shallow or worthless to flog.



[image: image]
It’s both a fallacy and a disservice to other band members to say that Mark E Smith is The Fall and The Fall is Smith. Yet it’s hardly a surprise that the spotlight always fell on him once his personality and the band’s modus operandi became indistinguishable. As his reputation for idiosyncrasy grew, convention dictated that all encounters with M E S should be recorded as evidence of eccentricity and elevated to the status of folklore. The punch-up with (or maybe just getting punched by) Marc Riley, for example. Or his antics at the ICA prior to and during his interview with Michael Bracewell. And the story about him inviting music journalist David Cavanagh back to his flat to cook him a meal, then emerging from the kitchen half an hour later with a crisp sandwich. When the artist Anthony Frost described Smith’s wake to me, it sounded like one of those big set-piece scenes from Shameless. Frost was a trusted friend of Smith’s and a frequent collaborator (posters, album and single covers, stage backdrops, T-shirts). An unlikely alliance, you might think, given Frost’s unapologetically abstract aesthetic and Smith’s penchant for the kitchen-sink realism of everyday life. Many of Frost’s works have the names of The Fall tracks as their titles. His painting Blue Rush for the cover of Imperial Wax Solvent once hung in a St Ives restaurant but now hangs in my house, though the right way up, not sideways on as it appeared on the album. Conforming to those anecdotal expectations, my own brief meetings with Smith have, over time, lapsed into cartoons or sketches. In the Netherlands, at a music and poetry festival, I made the neophyte’s mistake of approaching him and telling him what a big fan I was. “Never mind that, cock, get me a light for this fag.” At Réification, the 24-hour Tony Wilson shindig in a marquee (cha! cha!) near Victoria Station in summer 2008, whatever he was saying to me came out largely as pungent smoke rings, or was drowned by the raucous banter of other Manchester music veterans and ex-Factory workers. Plus, I had half an ear turned to the stage where A Certain Ratio were playing their ethereal punk-funk for the first time in an age. And in the “green room” at Huddersfield University he cut an aloof figure, prowling the corridor between offices, scrutinizing memos and defacing bulletins pinned to a noticeboard, eventually sloping off to an empty classroom and shutting the door behind him. That was October 2005 by my reckoning; the gig was a good one, a bonus really, because going to see The Fall was only occasionally about the music itself. More of a booster dose of anti-establishmentism and a vote for ugliness, or at least that’s how I justified buying tickets for show after show after show, some of which were pretty shambolic. A few years later I saw them at Holmfirth Picturedrome. The recollection may have morphed into a weird dream and no doubt someone on a Fall forum will correct me if I’m wrong, but in my memory Smith left the stage quite early in the performance, taking the mic with him on a very long cable. Knowing the internal geography of the backstage area of that venue as I do, I’m pretty confident he “sang” for the rest of the show in the toilet, and quite possibly on it.

No one has captured the look of alternative UK music over the past half a century more tellingly than Kevin Cummins. And even though his camera has swung in many directions, there’s a kind of Mancunian dialect to his art, a sort of default focal length or fixed stare that always returns to the shadows and reflections of his hometown. Peer into the pit of his eye and I suspect you’d see the silhouettes of Ian Curtis, Ian Brown, Howard Devoto, the Gallaghers, Pete Shelley, Shaun Ryder, Morrissey et al, set against a backdrop of Heaton Park or the Arndale.

From those 1976 Sex Pistols gigs at the Lesser Free Trade Hall (called “legendary” so often they have passed into fiction) to wherever we are now, via everything that happened in between, Cummins has borne witness. Until Mark E Smith’s death in early 2018, The Fall were a constant presence in that timeline, and seeing these photographs in one book, start to finish, brings a visual narrative to a history I have only ever considered in audio terms. If this collection is the photographic equivalent of a Fall discography, it’s also a publication that questions the received wisdom about the appearance of The Fall, a wisdom I’ve casually accepted over the years, based on the slapdash iconography, scrapbook imagery and scrawled sleeve notes of their record covers or gig posters. Viewed in that light, The Fall were always anti-fashion, with Smith himself taking it to another level. Seen through that lens, he didn’t so much wear clothes as sabotage them. Anything he donned looked instantly second-hand. His vibe, whether achieved or involuntary, was that of a released prisoner passing through the gates of Strangeways wearing the same clothes he’d handed in a couple of decades earlier, now ill-fitting and perfectly out of date but still reeking of Capstan Full Strength. Even in the Brix era, when either Mrs Smith or an over-enthusiastic/misguided record-label marketing manager had frogmarched him down to Topshop or Afflecks Palace, shirts still hung skew-whiff from the buckled coat hanger of his shoulders, and his kecks looked borrowed. And his shoes were the only things left in the spare bedroom after a house clearance etc, etc. The same kind of contextual logic was applied to Smith’s face, a façade slowly imploding under the force of gravity and being eaten away from the inside by booze, speed and a sort of flesh-eating cynicism, as if his cheekbones were finally succumbing to the relentless assault of his abrasive opinions. Cummins doesn’t exactly make The Fall catwalk contenders or present a revisionist visual history of the band that repositions them as misunderstood fashionistas of their day. But I find in his photographs a true respect for their
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