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        Porl Thompson changed his name to Pearl in 2011. He doesn’t seem to have changed pronouns or consider this a deadname, so for clarity and with all due respect and love, I will refer to him as Porl up until that point.
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            The Exploding Boy: Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      The story of The Cure is the story of a boy.

      Robert Smith was born in England in 1959, and so, like many of his age, he was perfectly placed to experience the most seismic revolutions in pop culture. The Beatles’ monolithic melodies awakened his love of song as a child, while Jimi Hendrix’ unbridled creativity showed him that anything was possible. Then there was David Bowie, whose performance of ‘Starman’ on Top Of The Pops in July 1972 introduced him to glam’s subversive androgyny. Finally, as a teenager, he was heavily influenced by the angsty explosion of punk, whose egalitarian creed gave so many youths the understanding that all they needed to make their mark was an instrument, some like-minded friends and the will to express themselves. The band later known as The Cure came together during the heady rush of this era and, whilst it didn’t take long for young Robert to outgrow the standard three-chords-and-an-attitude definition of punk, its freedoms have played a fundamental role in the decades-long career of his band.

      Firstly, it taught him that rules were something to be ignored, which appealed to his innate idiosyncrasy – an early contract fell by the wayside because The Cure refused to be a pretty-boy cover act, and he has allowed his muse untrammelled freedom ever since. Secondly, its DIY ethos is one that he has embraced; whilst he has had much industry support, he has always kept a firm hand on the tiller, from putting out handmade fan-club zines in the early days to producing albums himself to ensuring that every single aspect of his career is under his rule, overseeing remastering projects and controlling the band’s aesthetic presentation. Thirdly, he understands and respects his audience – unlike his peers, he now manages the band himself and insists that all costs to his fans be kept as low as possible, refusing to succumb to grubby corporate greed.

      Like Robert’s influences, The Cure have been in the vanguard of many music movements across the course of their career. Evolving quickly from the scrappy snark of their first album, their next three records established the band as post-punk, proto-Goth icons alongside Siouxsie and the Banshees and Joy Division before Robert made a hard swerve into electropop and psychedelic eclectica, drawing in a whole new audience. Merging these disparate sides of The Cure into an outfit for all moods, he led them to mainstream acceptance as one of the first alternative acts to break through to stadium-level success – and their fortunes have waxed, waned and waxed again since, an inspirational and aspirational force for young artists to this day.

      Through it all, Robert has remained the dreamy boy who felt dissatisfied enough with the mundane world to create his own, one that millions of fans have made a fundamental part of their own lives. Despite a painfully long creative break between 2008’s 4:13 Dream and 2024’s Songs Of A Lost World, The Cure have never been a mere legacy act complacently churning out their old hits to an ageing crowd. Perhaps due to the youthfulness of Robert’s spirit, even in his twilight years, they continue to draw in young fans who find a deep well of magic to explore. Bar some dated production choices, The Cure’s catalogue remains atemporal as if made in a world where time has no true dominion – and even when their fairy-tale story finally comes to an end, it will always be beginning over again, a long and winding path through the hope-haunted woods for anyone with a little shadow in their soul and fire in their heart.

      Once upon a time…
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            Three Imaginary Boys (1979)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Robert Smith: vocals, guitar, harmonica

      Michael Dempsey: bass, vocals

      Lol Tolhurst: drums

      Porl Thompson: lead guitar on Deluxe Edition (‘I Want To Be Old’, ‘I’m Cold’, ‘Heroin Face’, ‘I Just Need Myself’, ‘The Cocktail Party’, ‘Grinding Halt’)

      Recorded at Morgan Studios, London, between September 1978 and February 1979

      Producer: Chris Parry

      Released: 8 May 1979

      Label: Fiction

      Charts: UK: 44, NZ: 37, France: 140, US: did not chart

      Running time: 33:44

      

      In 1972, a group of Notre Dame Middle School pupils began skipping class to play music together. Few could have imagined this nascent thrashing evolving into anything special, but the group – who called themselves The Obelisk for their single performance – included three very real boys called Laurence ‘Lol’ Tolhurst, Michael Dempsey and Robert Smith. Sixteen years later, in the book Ten Imaginary Years, Robert described their efforts in a way that foreshadowed the eccentric phenomenon to come:

      

      [We’d] go to the music room where, using the school’s odd mixture of kettle drums, Spanish guitars, vibes and the like, we learned to play weird versions of various contemporary songs and, by throwing some strange semi-religious words on top, we created a uniquely awful new form of music.

      

      This was just the beginning of an outsider existence in their hometown of Crawley, Sussex, which would often involve brawls with skinheads in which the boys gave as good as they got. ‘To be different in such a place required some resolve,’ Michael told Mojo in 2021, ‘but you immediately stood out. There was a steady beat of aggression – largely born out of suspicion of anything that failed to conform.’ By 1976, Robert had become a capable guitarist, and his band Malice had evolved to include Michael on bass, Lol on drums and Paul (aka Porl or Pearl) Thompson on lead. They drafted Peter O’Toole as vocalist and took on the name Easy Cure from one of Lol’s songs, but a promising 1977 deal went nowhere fast when Hansa Records, looking for cute chart hits, refused to release their original songs. Another significant moment came when O’Toole departed for a kibbutz in Israel, as Robert noted in Ten Imaginary Years: ‘We’d already had about four useless frontmen; I thought I couldn’t be any worse, so I decided to be the singer.’

      Robert soon decided simplicity was best, deeming Porl’s flashy guitar surplus to requirements and shortening the band’s name to The Cure. Ric Gallup paid for a demo recording that Robert mailed to labels, along with a teabag and a biscuit. Polydor’s Chris Parry, the only rep who replied, convinced them to sign with his new company, Fiction, instead. In September 1978, The Cure commenced recording their debut album with their new manager in the producer’s chair. As Parry told Mojo:

      

      We wanted space. How can we make this sound more lonely? Can we make this emptier? The approach was to take the songs and these three characters and make a really good record, but one that left you thinking, ‘These guys are a bit weird – there’s something not quite right here.’

      

      Horrified by Robert’s intention to use his £20 Woolworths Top 20 guitar for the entire session, Parry paid for his iconic white Jazzmaster, though Robert – with typical perversity – immediately inserted the Top 20’s pick-ups into it. (‘They’re wired up but I very rarely use them’, he told Sound International in 1981. ‘I can look down and just remember my roots, really, so that I don’t get too carried away.’) Recording at Morgan Studios by night as The Jam worked during the day, The Cure laid down most of the songs they’d written over the previous two years, amounting to almost 30 tracks. Parry took it upon himself to choose the album’s tracklisting – an act which would catalyse Robert’s innate individualism, leading him to insist upon creative control over every album since.

      The record was preceded by two singles, ‘Killing An Arab’ and ‘Boys Don’t Cry’, but industry standards of the time dictated that neither appeared on the LP. The cover was another decision taken out of the band’s hands. Meant to highlight their ‘non-image’, its mundanity merely bemused the press, who tried in vain to decipher its meaning. In some territories, the album was renamed Boys Don’t Cry, swapping out weaker songs for the vastly superior period singles – an improvement not matched by its New Wave sleeve.

      Robert dismissed this era almost immediately, the band evolving at a rapid pace – ‘I hate the first album, loathe it’, he told Penthouse in 1982, ‘I loathed it when we were making it, but we were so glad to be allowed to make a record’ – but its songs have maintained a minor presence in their live set, usually relegated to the final encore. In 2011, they performed the record in its entirety for their Reflections shows in Sydney, London, Los Angeles and New York. A few songs from this period remain officially unreleased, such as ‘See The Children’ (a tasteless child-snatcher ditty from an October 1977 SAV demo), ‘Smashed Up’ (from a January 1978 PSL demo, described by Robert in Ten Imaginary Years as ‘the worst song we ever recorded’), ‘Little Girl’ (origin unclear) and their covers of The Beatles’ ‘I Saw Her Standing There’ and David Bowie’s ‘Rebel Rebel’ for Hansa.

      All songs written by Smith/Tolhurst/Dempsey (except where noted).

      ‘10:15 Saturday Night’ 3:42

      Proceedings open on a familiar note with the only previously released song, a live favourite and the B-side of their debut single. The Cure start out as they mean to go on, taking a standard form and subverting it into something new and a little uncomfortable. The rousing jangle of Creedence Clearwater Revival is filtered through a very English perspective to become something stark and functional, a depiction of quiet teenage confusion. One line – ‘and I’m sitting in the kitchen sink’ – paraphrases the opening of Dodie Smith’s novel I Capture The Castle, continuing the literary allusions of their first single. ‘I’d fallen out with someone I was supposed to be going out with,’ Robert explained in In Between Days, ‘so the evening fell apart and I decided to stay home and feel sorry for myself.’ Robert’s guitar hangs in the background like a distant ghost, ceding attention to the tap-drip hi-hats and bursting in and out for the verses until his harsh, whammy-bar-inflected solo overpowers the mix. He whispers, ‘it’s always the same’, a line that would be repeated verbatim in later songs like ‘A Forest’ and ‘From the Edge of the Deep Green Sea’, and there’s an unusually angular bass breakout before the whole thing wraps up with some chiming harmonics. This dynamic approach impressed Sounds: ‘It hits upon the value of sparseness in rock ’n’ roll … there’s scarcely any playing on the song at all. Everything is left to your imagination.’ Robert told Melody Maker that this was one of the band’s strengths:

      

      It broadens rather than limits us. You can do much more with fewer instruments … it makes people think, ‘Ah, there’s something a bit wrong; it sounds slightly unbalanced.’

      

      ‘10:15’ has been a recurring feature of The Cure’s live repertoire, appearing on releases as recent as 2019’s CURÆTION-25. The evolution of this early keystone is documented on the Deluxe Edition of Three Imaginary Boys, growing from Robert’s slow, organ-led demo through a 1978 band recording to its finished form; the harmonics and the solo’s opening lick begin as regular motifs, stripped back over time as the band’s penchant for deconstruction develops. The band shot their first film clip for this – a straightforward playing-in-a-studio cut that highlights their diffident youth – but didn’t see it until 1986! The spectral rhythm guitar was sampled by Massive Attack for ‘Man Next Door’ in 1998.

      

      ‘Accuracy’ 2:17

      The rolling rhythm in 12/8 time is jaunty, almost whimsical, but the lyrics find Robert in a mood of chilly detachment. ‘I could kill you without trying’, he notes, sketching a lop-sided conversation in a handful of opaque lines. However, perhaps the other participant reflects his boredom; the last line, delivered with a reversed effect, is ‘Mirror mirror/on the wall’. At the time, Robert regarded this song to be amongst the best of their material. He described its inspiration in fanzine Cure News #5 (May 1988) as ‘the ease and desire of hurting someone you sometimes love.’

      ‘Grinding Halt’ 2:49

      Lol’s song was a straight four-chord rocker until Robert upped the tempo and culled half the lyrics, leaving a list of what isn’t present: cars, food, people. This was given a white-label pressing before its single release was wisely cancelled – it’s as basic as their music gets, Michael’s bass providing a scant musical hook as Robert delivers an almost robotic vocal. The title is literalised by slowing the tape machine at the end to drag the band to a stop. This bit of dumb fun was the first Cure song to feature in a film, Times Square (1980), and it occasionally appears at the end of live sets to this day. A notorious Peel Session from May 1979 found Robert rewriting the song’s lyrics to quote from and reply to NME’s disparaging opinion of Three Imaginary Boys. Its new title? ‘Desperate Journalist In Ongoing Meaningful Review Situation’.

      

      ‘Another Day’ 3:44

      Not many songwriters would dare to tackle something as mundane as ‘looking out the window’, but Robert does just that here, and what he sees is poetically grim: ‘winter in water colours/shades of grey’. The band find inventive ways to invigorate a standard arrangement – Robert brings tension to the main riff by depressing the whammy bar whilst picking the first two bars and releasing it for the second two, creating a half-step progression with the same chord instead of merely shifting his hand one fret along the neck. The sparse bridge tones a muted track down even further, adding to the lyric’s sense of forlorn ennui.

      

      ‘Object’ 3:03

      This punky pub-rock track finds Robert dismissing a potential partner, its lyrics an attempt at something ‘unwholesome. A pastiche of a sexist song’, as Robert noted in Ten Imaginary Years. He later described it to fanzine Cure News as ‘a decisive sneer hiding a sour desire’ and claimed to have hated it by the time of its recording, dubbing it his least favourite Cure song. Classic it is not, but ‘Object’ is typical of the band’s sound circa 1977, enthralled by the heady rebellion of punk first-wavers like The Buzzcocks and The Stranglers.

      

      ‘Subway Song’ 2:00

      A foreboding vignette about a woman being stalked through a train station – Robert noted in Ten Imaginary Years that ‘I had this habit of telling people I knew someone who had been murdered in a subway.’ The track is built around Michael’s swinging bass, with Lol whacking the snare rim to imitate footsteps and Robert overdubbing some spooky harmonica wails between tip-toe guitar runs and muttered narration. An unhappy ending is provided by the distorted scream that cuts across the fadeout. A cavernous live version from October 1979, originally appearing on Curiosity, adds an anxious guitar solo; it was recorded during The Cure’s infamous tour with Siouxsie and the Banshees, where Robert had to play guitar for both bands after half the Banshees abruptly quit a few dates in.

      

      ‘Foxy Lady’ 2:29 (Hendrix)

      This song is unique in The Cure’s catalogue: for the first and last time, another band member takes the lead vocal. ‘Michael wanted to sing a song – and I didn’t like the idea of him singing my words – so we picked a cover version’, Robert later said in Cure News #5. After 30 seconds of noodling and banter, the band deliver a brisk, perfunctory performance that swaps the original’s libidinous swagger for something Sound International described as ‘a sparse, twitching skeleton.’ Robert’s Deluxe Edition liner notes call it ‘a crap adaptation’ and it’s hard to argue. It’s briefly reprised at the end of ‘One Hundred Years’ from 1993’s Paris, where Robert segues into a slow-motion take on Hendrix’s riff before an approving crowd.

      

      ‘Meathook’ 2:17

      When Robert decried Chris Parry’s track sequencing in Uncut as featuring ‘the dregs of what we were doing’, he was talking about songs like this. Spawned from a band in-joke about a Hansa producer’s opinion that they lacked hooks, this is jaunty fluff with lyrics that seem to equate love with butchery in an attempt at Beatles-esque morbid whimsy. ‘Meathook’ disappears from the listener’s mind as fast as it did from The Cure’s setlist, so swapping it out on Boys Don’t Cry was a wise move. The October 1977 SAV demo is markedly heavier.

      

      ‘So What’ 2:37

      One of their faster numbers, this track (initially called ‘Cheap Sex’) is distinguished mostly by Robert’s drunken decision to lift most of its lyrics from the back of a sugar packet – specifically, a mail-order offer for a decorative icing set! The rest of the words are improvised or kept from earlier drafts. Robert’s yelping vocals veer closer to the punk standards of the time than on anything else he’s released.

      ‘Fire In Cairo’ 3:23

      Resembling nothing so much as a stripped-down soulmate to Dire Straits’ ‘Sultans Of Swing’, complete with vague Eastern references, ‘Fire In Cairo’ is a lyrical pop song that endears itself with a naïve fervour. Robert seems to be describing an assignation with a sultry partner who’s all ‘silken hips’ and ‘swollen lips’, but this is revealed to be a fantasy when ‘the heat disappears/ and the mirage fades away’. In 1984, he told Rockstar that it’s about ‘pop shamelessness and what’s behind it.’ Spelling out the song’s title for the chorus is a neat touch in keeping with the band’s wont for deconstruction. They performed the song at their first Peel Session on 4 December 1978.

      

      ‘It’s Not You’ 2:49

      Robert would become famous for his open displays of yearning and devotion, but early on, he presented himself as one cold character. Here, he’s rejecting social and/or romantic advances and harbouring murderous desires for the third time on this album: ‘I would murder you/if I had an alibi/here in my hand’. These songs about a reluctant, disengaged paramour are surely a surly affectation rather than true diffidence, considering that Robert was already four years into his lifelong relationship with Mary Poole. The song itself is another insouciant punk rocker, but The Cure are already finding that they can squeeze little more from this limited sound.

      ‘Three Imaginary Boys’ 3:17

      If one song on this album points toward the next one, it’s the dream- influenced title track. The E-flat at the end of its chord sequence hints at something uneasy, and the lyrics read like a classic Gothic short story as the narrator traverses an eerie house complete with staring statues, disappearing stairs and cracked reflections in bedroom mirrors; he’s being followed by a ghost, or maybe it’s just his own shadow. Robert’s voice grows higher and more agitated after the distorted guitar break, as if his Top 20 is standing in for whichever spectre might be pursuing him. This track was laid down during the first album session, and Robert’s cheap Clubman amp fell to bits after recording the solo. ‘The title track came from a weird dream I had full of shadows and statues and the dark of night’, Lol asserted in 2023’s Goth: A History, but its roots may reach as far back as 1965, as Robert told Revolution in 1989:

      

      There was a mirror in the hallway … a really old mirror that was really horrible. I remember coming downstairs … I was about six, and I thought I saw somebody in the mirror and there was no one there.

      

      When The Cure reissued their first four albums as Deluxe Editions, promotion included an intriguing proposition: 2005 re-recordings of the title tracks, performed by the short-lived trio of Robert, Simon Gallup and Jason Cooper. ‘Three Imaginary Boys’ is a predictably solid take, propped up by a snappy snare; Robert adds a harmony to the chorus and a new guitar solo comprising harrowing unison bends. In 2018, they began their CURÆTION-25 show with this song, and that same year, a new ‘Help Me Mix’ opened Torn Down, a Record Store Day exclusive later appended to the Deluxe Edition of 1990’s Mixed Up. It’s odd to hear modern electronics blended with guitar and vocal tracks from 40 years prior, but the result works surprisingly well.

      ‘The Weedy Burton’ 0:53

      An early hidden track – a tiresome indulgence The Cure have never repeated – ‘The Weedy Burton’ is a sloppy 12-bar blues jokingly named after Bert Weedon, whose Play In A Day books helped Robert learn the guitar. Sticklers for veracity, the band went so far as to include this in their Three Imaginary Boys set from 2011’s Reflections shows.

      Non-Album Tracks

      ‘Pillbox Tales’ 2:56

      B-side of ‘Boys Don’t Cry (New Voice New Mix)’

      This is one of two songs from 1978 that surfaced when ‘Boys Don’t Cry’ was re-released in 1986, initially known as ‘Listen’. It’s an example of the material kept on hand in case a gig required some ‘thumping 150 bpm emergency drunk music’, as Robert quipped in the liner notes to B-sides collection Join The Dots – a drab racket with a guitar noise track dubbed over it. He and Lol drank a few beers and free-associated the lyrics, which are essentially meaningless – though Lol later revealed in his autobiography, Cured: The Tale Of Two Imaginary Boys, that the title is a reference to the place where he lost his virginity!

      

      ‘Do The Hansa’ 2:40

      B-side of ‘Boys Don’t Cry (New Voice New Mix)’

      Ever wanted to hear a teenage Cure play a leaden disco pastiche with improvised lyrics in cod German? No? Well, too bad, because here it is. Buried for eight years until Robert wanted some period B-sides, this novelty number finds The Cure nipping at the hand that had promised to feed them, and like even the worst of their upbeat songs, it carries a certain wrong-headed charm. ‘Dempsey didn’t think [it] was funny’, Robert told Record Collector in 2004. ‘[He] got drunk on purpose, thinking he’d play so badly that we couldn’t release it.’ When asked how to ‘do the Hansa’ by Cure News in 1988, Robert said, ‘Get a fake tan, wear ill-fitting ‘designer’ clothes, gold, particularly on your little finger, and dance without feeling.’ The band encored with this at one of their Reflections shows, its first airing since 1979.

      ‘Killing An Arab’ 2:21

      A-side, 1978 (did not chart)

      The Cure’s first single is a characteristically left-field introduction, both in manner – licenced to indie label Small Wonder to build an early buzz – and in execution. Robert weaves Eastern lead patterns and howling stabs of guitar around the propulsive skeleton of Michael’s raw bass and Lol’s thumping tubs, delivering an impassive lyric in an impassioned fashion. Most people missed the fact that the song’s impersonality extended to the words themselves, which reworked a scene from Albert Camus’s L’Étranger (The Stranger), the first book Robert read in French: the novel’s protagonist, Meursault, shoots and kills a man, an act he struggles to explain to the reader or himself. There was some controversy over the song’s title, leading the band to emphatically refute any racist intent; many years later, with the geopolitical climate even more unstable, Robert would change the live wording to ‘Killing Another’, adding a further layer to the song’s detachment, or ‘Kissing An Arab’.

      Live recordings of ‘Killing An Arab’ have appeared since 1982, always with the guitar solo extended. A rare alternate version appeared on Polydor’s 1979 compilation 20 Of Another Kind, and a simple film clip was shot for its appearance on their 1986 video collection, featuring the craggy old man from the cover of Standing On A Beach wandering around the seaside in a suitably sombre fashion before three horsemen approach through the haze.

      ‘Boys Don’t Cry’ 2:37

      A-side, 1979 (NZ: 22, Australia: 99); A-side, 1986 (Ireland: 9, UK: 22, Australia: 26)

      The Cure’s second single presents a melodic sensibility that the first only hinted at; as Record Mirror noted, ‘it brought to mind the image of John Lennon at 12 or 13.’ It’s a simple but devastatingly effective pop song about the expectation of men to repress emotion – a theme Robert tackled repeatedly in this period, his narrators often revealing turmoil behind the blank masks they present to the world. ‘Boys Don’t Cry’ failed to push past cult acclaim, something Parry attributed to a lack of attention from Fiction’s parent company Polydor. It fared much better when re-released in 1986 with a new vocal track and an iconic video featuring three boys miming the song against a drape where glowing-eyed silhouettes of the real band caper behind them; Lol returned to drums for this shoot, and Michael reprised his role as bassist. This session also spawned one of the most famous images of Robert, used for a monochrome poster that adorned many a fan’s wall and, much later, the cover of Join The Dots. Whilst this new mix was the single, Standing On A Beach – the compilation it was promoting – features the original.

      ‘Boys Don’t Cry’ is a Cure staple, their second most played song. A cult anthem, it featured in 1980s-set The Wedding Singer and has been tapped for TV shows such as Opposite Sex, Hanna and The Crown. Its chorus remains sadly relevant and probably always will: ‘I try to laugh about it/cover it all up with lies/I try to laugh about it/hiding the tears in my eyes/cos boys don’t cry’.

      ‘Plastic Passion’ 2:16

      B-side of ‘Boys Don’t Cry’

      Michael allegedly wanted The Cure to sound more like XTC, and here we see where that direction might have led. A jerky, frenetic rhythm carries an abstract and alliterative lyric about ‘marble mothers’ and ‘hyoscine hearts’ that rails against insincerity. Dating back to the Malice days of 1976 and initially recorded for (and rejected by) Hansa, ‘Plastic Passion’ was added to the Boys Don’t Cry variant of the first album, and its oddball verve fares a lot better than whichever song it replaced. ‘The version of ‘Plastic Passion’ is quite interesting because we did try to turn it into something that Hansa would like’, Robert told Record Collector in 2004. ‘It sounds like Roxy Music and later turned into ‘A Night Like This’.’

      ‘Jumping Someone Else’s Train’ 2:59

      A-side, 1979 (did not chart)

      The third and final single featuring Michael finds him in fine form, propelling the song with a series of busy melodies that also highlight why he had to go: Robert’s songs were growing increasingly sparse, and Michael didn’t like what he was hearing. The lyrics of ‘Jumping Someone Else’s Train’ take aim at trend-hoppers, giving advance notice that The Cure’s own somewhat faddish sound was about to mutate into something less palatable – there was a popular Mod revival around this time due to the Quadrophenia movie, hence the ringing Pete Townshend chord overdub in the intro. The song races along like its namesake, its outro percussion evoking steel wheels clattering along iron tracks, and the video, later made for Staring At The Sea, is simply sped- up footage from the perspective of a train traversing London Victoria to Brighton Station. (The same collection shows Lol playing this song’s guitar theme on vibraphone during sessions for ‘The Love Cats’.) At early 1980s shows, the band extended this with an instrumental appendix called ‘Another Journey By Train’.

      

      ‘I’m Cold’ 2:49

      B-side of ‘Jumping Someone Else’s Train’

      As a 1977 SAV Studio demo, ‘I’m Cold’ was typical for the period: an upbeat rocker with another sneering rejection of commitment from Robert (‘My body may be made of fire/but my soul is made of ice’). In 1991’s Cure News #11, he called this ‘a pre-Cure song. Again, an attempt at style rather than content. It is unconvincing.’ When it was reworked for a B-side, Robert decided to slow the tape to half-speed before recording his effects-laden vocals and some ‘psychedelic’ guitar stylings. The result is a fat-sounding track roughly a fourth below its recorded pitch, garnished with some discreet backing howls by Robert’s future Banshees bandmate Siouxsie Sioux.

      2004 Deluxe Edition Disc 2

      ‘I Want To Be Old (SAV Demo, October 1977)’, ‘I’m Cold (SAV Demo, November 1977)’, ‘Heroin Face (Live in The Rocket, Crawley, December 1977)’, ‘I Just Need Myself (PSL Demo, January 1978)’, ‘10:15 Saturday Night (RS Home Demo, February 1978)’, ‘The Cocktail Party (Group Home Demo, March 1978)’, ‘Grinding Halt (Group Home Demo, April 1978)’, ‘Boys Don’t Cry (Chestnut Demo, May 1978)’, ‘It’s Not You (Chestnut Demo, May 1978)’, ‘10:15 Saturday Night (Chestnut Demo, May 1978)’, ‘Fire In Cairo (Chestnut Demo, May 1978)’, ‘Winter (Studio Outtake, October 1978)’, ‘Faded Smiles (Studio Outtake, October 1978)’, ‘Play With Me (Studio Outtake, October 1978)’, ‘World War’, ‘Boys Don’t Cry’, ‘Jumping Someone Else’s Train’, ‘Subway Song (Live in Nottingham, October 1979)’, ‘Accuracy (Live in Nottingham, October 1979)’, ‘10:15 Saturday Night (Live in Nottingham, October 1979)’

      ‘I Want To Be Old’ 2:36

      While his teenage peers were celebrating their vitality, the contrarian Robert spent his younger years wanting ‘to sit on top of a mountain and just die’, as noted in The Cure: A Visual Documentary. This 1977 SAV demo finds him expressing a similar idea – a wry inversion of punk’s po-faced commitment to youth, delivered with all the thunder of that genre the band could muster, including some unusually fast and tight snare rolls from Lol. At this point, they were known as Easy Cure and Porl was undertaking his first of three residencies as second guitarist.

      

      ‘Heroin Face’ 2:40

      Of interest largely for its depiction of The Cure’s early punk sound, the noisy rumble of ‘Heroin Face’ was recorded before what sounds like a small and disinterested audience at The Rocket, Crawley, in December 1977. For years it was only available on Curiosity, the cassette flipside of 1984’s Concert: The Cure Live, along with other archival recordings. It’s not clear whether the lyrics are cryptically metaphorical or crashingly literal: ‘You see a heroin face in the mirror/and someone is clutching your breath/and you believe in the needle of night/you’re only doing your best’.

      ‘I Just Need Myself’ 2:14

      Demoed for Hansa in January 1978, this is yet another punchy declaration of aloof independence; for someone so deeply romantic, Robert sure used to hide it well. The verse attempts a T. Rex choogle, the young musicians struggling to adapt their influences without aping them. The descending harmonised guitar lick that serves as the song’s musical theme is an uncharacteristically rockin’ flourish that The Cure have never repeated.

      ‘The Cocktail Party’ 4:17

      A home demo from 1978, ‘The Cocktail Party’ is a sedate plod distinguished only by some cruisy slide guitar from Porl. This track was not recorded in consideration for Three Imaginary Boys, and it must be said that its presence was not especially missed.

      

      ‘Winter’ 3:46

      Though it didn’t even attain B-side status, ‘Winter’ foreshadows The Cure’s spectacularly morose future, Robert’s guitar tracing delicate, spidery arpeggios around a doleful vocal. The lyrics, though standard teenage-doldrums stuff, hint at themes the band would often revisit with more experience and eloquence. ‘It was part of this four-part concept thing we’d done the year before – Spring, Summer, Autumn and Winter’, Robert recounted to Record Collector. ‘I can remember thinking it was toe-curlingly awful and being angry that Parry would even consider putting it on the album.’

      ‘Faded Smiles Aka I Don’t Know’ 2:16

      This leftover from the album sessions is a brisk undertaking that does little to distinguish itself. ‘Haven’t got any words’, Robert mumbles at the start of this raw recording, and it’s not easy to derive meaning from the lines he subsequently delivers.

      

      ‘Play With Me’ 3:30

      Robert’s performance here includes some flamenco-style string rakes, possibly attributable to his classical training on acoustic guitar – an influence forever stamped on his distinctive strumming patterns. Exhibiting the strong pop sensibility that elevated their early material, ‘Play With Me’ should really have made the album but instead remained unheard until the Deluxe Edition.

      

      ‘World War’ 2:38

      Initially appearing only on vinyl pressings of Boys Don’t Cry, this track’s obscurity is understandable – Robert described it in the Deluxe Edition as ‘a terrible piece of rubbish’ and it was never performed until The Cure dragged it out by the scruff of its neck for a Reflections encore. It’s a drab two-chord plodder with daft lyrics that offer only an idiosyncratic, unaccompanied double-guitar break to relieve the monotony, and even that grates. The definition of dregs, then – but from here on, The Cure would ensure that even their B-sides were of a much higher standard.
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            Seventeen Seconds (1980)

          

        

      

    

    
      Personnel:

      Robert Smith: vocals, guitar, violin

      Simon Gallup: bass

      Lol Tolhurst: drums

      Matthieu Hartley: keyboards

      Recorded at Morgan Studios, London, in January 1980

      Producer: Robert Smith, Mike Hedges

      Released: 22 April 1980

      Label: Fiction

      Charts: NZ: 9, UK: 20, Australia: 39, France: 80, US: did not chart

      Running time: 35:40
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