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      “WHY DON’T YOU AND THE OTHER HERBERT GET STUCK IN THAT SPINNING HENRY WHILST I FIRE OFF A COUPLE OF FRAMES AND WE SHOULD ALL BE DONE BEFORE THE TAPSTER’S HAD TIME TO POUR YOUR NEXT GARGLE…” 


      MEETING TOM SHEEHAN AS EARLY AS WE DID MEANT MOST SUBSEQUENT PHOTOGRAPHERS – FAFFING, FUSSING, FRETTING, EASILY UNDERSTOOD – SUFFERED BADLY BY COMPARISON


      TOM WAS ALWAYS SHORT, SHARP, SURE AND SLIGHTLY FUGITIVE – TRICKING US ‘HERBERTS’ INTO CASUAL POSE WITH THE ARTFUL BUT SNEAKY TECHNIQUE OF RABBITING-NOT-LOOKING-THROUGH-THE-CAMERA AS HE SNAPPED HAPPILY AWAY – CHIDING US ALL INTO MORE CONSIDERED MOOD WITH A “CHIN UP MINCERS WIDE LESS HAMPSTEADS REMEMBER YOU’RE A GOTH BAND CHAPS” ADMONISHMENT OR TWO – CONFOUNDING US WITH A NINJA-LIKE ABILITY TO HIDE IN PLAIN SIGHT, A ROLL OF FILM CHANGED BEFORE THE SCRUFFS HAD EVEN NOTICED HE WAS TAKING PICTURES…


      AND OF COURSE ‘SESSIONS WITH SHEEHAN’ WERE ALWAYS SO MUCH MORE THAN JUST PICTURE-TAKING – LOSING MEMBERS OF THE ENTOURAGE ONE BY ONE UNTIL THE INVARIABLE SMALL BRUISED BAND OF FOOLS WOULD ARRIVE SOMEWHERE SHADOWED, SMOKY, STRANGE AND OFTEN VERY STOKE-ON…


      BUT THE MOST MEMORABLE THING


      THE MOST IMPORTANT THING


      WAS THE WONDERFUL FEELING WE HAD


      THAT HERE WAS SOMEONE WHO WAS NOT ONLY A REALLY GOOD PHOTOGRAPHER


      BUT A REALLY GOOD MAN...


      …A REALLY GOOD BAIZE LEGEND RUBY STAR TOP GEEZER SMUDGE MAN!


      ROBERT SMITH
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      I worked with The Cure for more than 20 years, on all sorts of sessions – on tour, in the studio, at festivals, out on location – and I have great memories of the time we’ve spent together.


      I seldom shoot a band I don’t know anything about, so I’d heard the music before I first met them in a hotel in Kensington in 1982. That first meeting wasn’t a proper photo session, just a little snap for a news story. But one thing I’ve enjoyed about working with the band is that the feeling of the shoots didn’t really change between that first snatched moment and the many sessions we worked on afterwards, once they’d gone on to become one of the greatest UK bands in recent history. You put more thought into a shoot once you know the band’s going be on a cover or you have a whole feature to fill, but nothing was changed by the success and momentum the band had as their career went on.


      It’s always been a very relaxed experience to work with Robert and the band. My way of working is not to be too serious, to have a good 


      sense of humour, not to go in with cast-iron plans but to know what you want to get out of your time with an artist. It can be an intense process, a bit like getting married to someone for half an hour, so I keep it short and sharp and do what needs to be done. Get in, plant the bomb and leave with something in your bag.


      I think my way of working chimes well with Robert’s, which is why we’ve worked well together over the years. He has a strong visual sense of exactly what he wants, he understands the process and takes the time to think it out. So when I shot him in Waterloo, I was so pleased to see that he’d brought a few changes of clothes with him, something to give us some options to work with. It showed how he understands the job we’re doing.


      I have a love of people who are creative in the way that Robert is. How they work so hard on their tunes, commit so much and soar so high, musically. But when they’re not working, they’re pretty normal people. Of course, I can’t help but admire them as artists – the music 


      they write can change your life – but they don’t want to hear all that. We have a relationship based on professionalism and mutual respect. They just happen to be incredibly talented.


      When I was working with the band, or any of the artists I’ve shot over the years, I was never thinking about the future. The photographs are for now, not for when hell freezes over. At the time I don’t think anyone went out to create anything that would last forever – the photographs, the music, whatever. But now I can look back and see the lasting legacy of some of these photographs, and enjoy the happy memories they bring. 


      I’ve probably shot The Cure more often in their various line-ups than any other group I’ve worked with. It’s been a real pleasure to be a small part of their journey.


      Tom Sheehan
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      The calendar says 21 April. His eighteenth birthday. Eighteen years the Fates have been watching him. As a little boy eating sand on the beach at Blackpool. As a slightly older little boy reading Penelope Farmer’s eerie timeswap kids’ book Charlotte Sometimes in his bedroom in Crawley – a town possibly twinned with somewhere in Belgium called Creepy – the last flat blob of England people with a window seat flying out of Gatwick see before they slip into the clouds towards somewhere more interesting. As a teenager watching Bowie beam down as Ziggy onstage in Earls Court. And that day at school when the teacher asked the class what they all wanted to be when they grow up. ‘A pop star in a band,’ he’d said: and half of Sussex laughed itself into the sea.


      But the Fates haven’t forgotten. Today’s the day the boy becomes a man, and they have their own little coming-of-age birthday surprise in store. Because today is Thursday, when the music weeklies hit the shelves, and today, they know, he’ll be shuffling to the newsagent for his inky fix of posture, gossip and tour dates. And they will guide his fingers past the NME with Bob Marley on the front – no, not that one – and Sounds with Richard Hell – yes, tempting, but keep going – to Melody Maker with The Clash on the cover, knowing he’ll be unable to resist picking it up and flicking all the way through to the full-page advert on the back.


      ‘Wanna be a recording star?’


      Happy birthday to you!


      ‘Get your ass up – take your chances!’


      Happy birthday to you!


      ‘Germany’s leading pop label that brought you Boney M


      and Donna Summer is auditioning in Britain.’


      Happy birthday dear Robeeeeeeeeert!


      ‘Send tape and photo to Hansa Records, 


      PO Box 1DT, London.’


      Happy birthday toooo yoooou!


      Fifteen fumbled pence from his pocket and it’s his.


      Does he wanna be a recording star? Yes, he does. It’s all he wants to be. Someone who makes records like The Sensational Alex Harvey Band, or Nick Drake, or Jimi Hendrix, or David Bowie. Getting all those weird sounds swirling in his head like a candyfloss machine out on to black plastic discs so kids like him can lie on carpets like his mum and dad’s and listen to his music the way he listens to Ummagumma by Pink Floyd. He’s not even put off by the advert’s main image, which isn’t of anyone behind the console of a recording studio, or onstage stood at a microphone, or wiggling two thumbs up sitting in front of a wall of gold discs. No, it’s of two women on a motorcycle with a guitar strapped on the back. The one whose face he can’t see is thin and blonde. The one whose face he can is a sexy black chick in boots and hot pants, cocking a leg as she gets her proverbial ‘ass up’. This, in April 1977, is the image Hansa Records of Germany wish to wave as a dangling carrot of pop nirvana. One that implies life as ‘a recording star’ is one sweet cycle burn with sexy chicks in hot pants riding pillion. For a lot of 18-year-old men living in Silver Jubilee England, this is as good a reason as any to apply, and of the 1,400 groups who send demo tapes and photos to PO Box 1DT, at least half are comprised of pimply hogs investing all hope, spunk and postage costs on the fickle dream that such a livelihood actually exists.


      Robert James Smith isn’t one of them.


      Bang on eighteen, his head may be forever in the clouds, but his feet are firmly planted on Sussex Council pavement. He has a loving, supportive family happy to let Robert and his friends practise playing their mad, spiky music in the old conservatory extension on the side of their house every Wednesday evening. He is already in love, very permanently, with his girlfriend, Mary. He is not 
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      burning up with vengeance to prove himself to anyone who may have wronged him. He’s not thinking about ‘a career’, even less being ‘a star’. He just wants to make records. Which makes him very noble. And very naïve.


      If Robert needed reminding exactly what being ‘a recording star’ entails he could spend the night of his 18th birthday watching Top Of The Pops: miming to clapping crowds and Radio 1 disc jockeys, glistening with lipstick in the spotlight like Elkie Brooks, or batting blue-eyeshadowed lids at the lens, surrounded by the snowy Swedish archipelago like Abba, number 1 this week with ‘Knowing Me, Knowing You’.


      Hair. Make-up. Image.


      But he’s not thinking about any of that, only what this advert might mean for his own band: Easy Cure. Robert plays guitar – the one that cost him 20 quid from Woolworths – and sings backing vocals. There are four others in the group, including his oldest schoolfriend, Lol, and a singer who shares a name with the actor who played Lawrence of Arabia. With nothing to lose apart from prayers, time, ferric, Kodak film and a first-class stamp, they record some songs on a basic cassette recorder, pose for a happy snap and send both on their way to PO Box 1DT. And just like in the movies, the miracle actually happens. Two weeks after their package vanishes into a pillar box, Robert’s band are invited to audition at a London studio. It’s only when they get there they discover Hansa never actually played Easy Cure’s tape: they just liked the photograph. The audition is a shambles, but nobody at Germany’s leading pop label that brought you Boney M seems to mind and, before common sense can poop the party, Robert picks up a pen and signs his first recording contract not because of how he sounds, but how he looks.


      The ink hasn’t dried when the singer surnamed O’Toole bails out and Robert is thrust centre stage as the new front man, just as Hansa suggest they try and record cover versions of old hits from the 1960s. Robert quickly realises this has all been a dreadful mistake. So do Hansa when he 


      tries to record his own songs about senility, abattoirs and paedophiles. The last straw is when he presents them with a new song, inspired by an Albert Camus novel, called ‘Killing An Arab’. He’s told they can’t release it because Hansa ‘need to keep in with the Arabs’. They also think it’s rubbish.


      Easy Cure’s five-year contract is swiftly terminated.


      Come the Englandless Argentine World Cup summer of ’78, Robert Smith is one year older but an epoch wiser than the green 18-year-old who answered that Melody Maker ad. Because this was the Fates’ real gift all along. Not to hand the lad his dream on a plate, but to teach him an invaluable lesson about the overstaffed ship of fools that is the SS Music Biz: to never ever again place his trust in anyone who wants to sign him for reasons other than the sounds vibrating from his mouth and the pick-ups of his Woolies guitar.


      Image? Fuck image!


      Thus Easy Cure become more easily The Cure and The Cure become more purely about music. For starters, ‘Killing An Arab’ isn’t rubbish and Robert knows it. So does a man named Chris Parry who signed The Jam and Siouxsie And The Banshees, now looking for groups for his brand-new label. Chris agrees to manage and produce them, and after a sell-out first run on another independent label, ‘Killing An Arab’ by The Cure becomes the first single on Fiction Records. And so, at the age of 19, Robert Smith properly becomes, if not yet ‘a star’, ‘a recording artiste’.


      An artiste in a group without an image. The sleeve of ‘Killing An Arab’ is a pair of eyes in chiaroscuro. There is no band photograph on the back either. But being inaugural Fiction recording artistes, Robert and The Cure don’t escape that easily. Their single is liked – in some quarters loved – by the same inky music papers full of postures, gossip, tour dates and adverts with sexy girls in hot pants clambering on to motorbikes, that now want to write about The Cure: who they are, what they’re about, what they 
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      look like. Which means blethering into journalists’ tape recorders and gawping into photographers’ lenses.


      Among the first things they say into any such tape recorder concerns the importance of ‘integrity’ over ‘image’ and their desire to present themselves on stage as they are off. Which may explain why, in the first photographs of The Cure that appear in the music press, Robert, forever in an oversized raincoat, looks everywhere but towards the lens. Usually somewhere in the vicinity of his shoelaces. It isn’t shyness, more a conscientious objection to the cultivation of anything that could plausibly be conceived as an image. 


      Image? Fuck image!


      Two weeks after his 20th birthday, in May 1979, the first album featuring Robert Smith is released as Maggie is still picking out her new curtains for Number 10. There are no photographs of any of the three members of The Cure anywhere on the sleeve of Three Imaginary Boys, front, back or inside. Instead, they’ve chosen to be represented by three household objects. 


      Robert is a lampstand.


      It’s not until later that year, when faced with another journalist’s cassette recorder, that the lampstand admits the reason, as he sees it, no one likes The Cure is because they have no image. 


      ‘There’s nothing for them to identify with and imitate, like there is with The Clash, or The Ramones, or The Banshees.’ 


      When the time comes to take an accompanying photograph for the article, headed ‘No Image, No Style, No Bullshit’, Robert recedes as far as possible into the distance from the other members of the group and stubbornly twists his gaze away from the camera: such is his determination to have the least recognisable mug in the I-Spy Book Of Post-Punk. And he intends to stay that way. Because all he has to do is play 


      it cool and just make sure his group doesn’t cock up this blissful state of anonymity by writing anything really popu—


      ‘Right, here comes a good band called The Cure!’


      Whoops.


      Two days after his 21st birthday, Robert Smith is in BBC Television Centre being introduced by Steve Wright and trying his hardest not to look directly into the bulky Dalek-like cameras of Top Of The Pops. The Cure’s new single ‘A Forest’ is just outside the Top 40. High enough to land him slap bang in the same studio as Legs & Co, who, in this week’s routine, boogie to a disco tune wearing several different shades of sexy hot pants. All that’s missing is a motorcycle to straddle with a guitar on the back. See, Robert – now you’re a recording star all right!


      The pre-recorded show goes out the following evening, between Tomorrow’s World with Michael Rodd and Taxi with Andy Kaufman, when the image of Robert Smith – skulking head to toe in black, a bogbrush haircut and pasty, glum face that could easily confuse viewers he’s on season transfer from The Specials – will be broadcast to something in the region of 15 million slack jaws, possibly more. Some of whom will be convinced to spend that week’s wage packet on The Cure’s second album, out this week, Seventeen Seconds. This one at least features photos of the newly rejigged four-man line-up on the back sleeve. And all, including Robert, deliberately foggy and out of focus.


      And so The Cure spend the next two years making more albums with hazy, indistinct sleeves, some featuring yet more fittingly indistinct photographs of Robert and his group, as if trying to reassure their listeners that the woozy wobbles of ‘The Funeral Party’ and ‘The Hanging Garden’ could only ever be played by an ensemble of amorphous ectoplasmic wraiths. Which isn’t so difficult to imagine.
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      As the pictures get blurrier the music gets bleaker. So does Robert’s mood. Two weeks after his 23rd birthday, The Cure’s unfunny-as-hell fourth album, Pornography, amounts to a cry for help from a young man who’s finally decided he doesn’t wanna be a recording star anymore. Because after three years he despairs of it all. The endless reminders that his only purpose in life is being part of a group. The endless touring of the same dressing rooms in the same venues with the same graffiti he scribbled on the walls last time he was there. The endless backstage drinks. The endless backstage fights. The endless journalists asking him endlessly stupid questions. The endless photographers trying to coax direct eye contact down the barrel of the lens. The endless fucking of the endless image.


      Until the endlessness ends. After an encore somewhere in Belgium, possibly a town called Creepy, when The Cure play a rambling improvised song, of sorts, called ‘The Cure Are Dead’, and thereafter evaporate in a drunken puff of bad karma. All except Robert and his old schoolfriend, Lol. Two men, barely a band and no image.


      If there’s any future left in The Cure, maybe it’s time they found one?
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      My first ever encounter with The Cure, in the Hilton hotel near Shepherd’s Bush in London. We’d met in the bar so they could do a quick interview for a small news feature in Melody Maker about their new single ‘Let’s Go To Bed’. Robert was also on tour playing with Siouxsie And The Banshees, who had a gig at Hammersmith Palais that night.


      Robert got a call saying ‘showtime!’, so he had to leave straight away for soundcheck. We moved quickly, found this spot by the exit and I snapped these shots on the way out.
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      In July 1983 I had my first real, in-depth session with the band. It was at the Elephant Fayre, a festival in Cornwall with an old-school fair kind of vibe: jugglers, face-painting, that kind of thing.


      I took some nice shots at soundcheck and with some early fans on the Saturday afternoon. Then, job done, we headed to a pub in a nearby town. On the way, I spotted a field that would make an interesting backdrop, so I shouted to stop the car and we hopped out, nailed some shots and moved on.
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