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Introduction

U2: TRANS–

Scott Calhoun

U2’s popular and critical achievements are well-known and are, frankly, extraordinary. The missteps, disappointments, and failures U2 has experienced over its nearly forty-year career are also well-known, and as we learn more and more about the problems U2 has faced, we see they have been, frankly, ordinary problems. How U2 handles winning and losing fuels headlines and tabloid-feeds, but it is increasingly a matter of substantive, albeit less scintillating, inquiry. As U2 ages with its fans and as it continues to demand big art of itself, we are paying closer attention to the phenomenon because we are wising up to seeing what U2 has done and become is due to more than simply having hit records, fortuitous timing, charisma, and savvy management. We are looking at U2 now as we might a great text where the plot, players, and theme of the work point toward affirming and improving the human condition. We grow curiouser and curiouser—some of us do—about U2’s modus operandi as compared with that of its contemporaries or similarly legendary bands. We suspect that as extraordinary as U2 is, there is something there to translate for our lives and help us to thrive as we survive.

Over the past decade, U2 has been telling us selected moments in its history by constructing carefully mediated book and film narratives (the autobiography U2 by U2 and Davis Guggenheim’s documentaries From The Sky Down and, though specifically about The Edge, Jimmy Page, and Jack White, It Might Get Loud), which are also meant to be entertainment products, not unlike its albums. As U2 studies and reports on itself, an emerging theme harmonizes with this theme running through their musical catalogue: resolving conflict is the work and reward of a well-lived life. Acknowledging that U2 is authoring and constructing its history in these reports serves to highlight, not detract from, its choice to privilege not a theme of rock ‘n’ roll excess nor musical genius nor technical innovation, but one of attempting to struggle through problems for the mutual benefit of everyone in the band. How U2 has approached obstacles and worked to overcome them as a band, as artists, and as friends has been the single most significant factor in determining its success or failure at each juncture of its career. At different times, for example, U2 has had to learn by doing; has lacked a foundation to build on; has had to negotiate the spoils of success; has felt the tug of competing impulses; has failed to communicate with one another and with their fans; has had the power to say yes and no; has launched out too soon; has overcommitted; has heard compelling arguments from opposing voices; has had to narrow their focus; has slowed down, even as the mind and the world race on. All are ordinary problems faced by ordinary people as they go through life—and they are faced even by rock stars. U2’s approach to resolving conflicts in the internal world of the band and the external world of The World has become such a strong motif in the U2 narrative it can steal our attention away from the pleasure and fulfillment its music provides. U2 matters because of its music, of course. But is music its only art? I think not, anymore. How U2 has approached its barriers, limitations, and successes reveals an art of problem solving predicated on pushing for change in either themselves or the parameters of their circumstances. U2 has approached the critical thresholds in their career with the willingness to risk a work-around solution to a problem. When U2 has perceived an artificial horizon or real barricade, it has gone above, across, or beyond, often with the encouragement of someone else and often by working with someone from another persuasion for a common cause. Most recently, U2’s partnership with Apple in September 2014 to launch its new iPhone model by also releasing U2’s newest album Songs of Innocence for free through iTunes, exemplifies U2’s openness to explore a new way of achieving mass distribution, popular interest, and cultural relevancy.1 U2 has become very good at re-visioning a thing anew and acquiring the help it needs to turn its vision into visibility.

Plying the craft of change has been a work of U2’s from the start, along with becoming musicians and performers. Listening, reading, and watching U2 change itself and work as agents of change enriches my interest in its music and offers me more insight than its music alone can for how to walk on, keep looking, carry each other, and make beauty out of ugly things. I have long been intrigued by U2’s tendency to bring itself to what Anthony DeCurtis described as “a critical crossroads, with everything—the band’s commercial viability, critical credibility, and moral standing—at stake.”2 And I’ve long been aware of the number one testimony of its fans that U2 has “changed their life” (for the better is always the implication). For the most part, U2 has found its direction from the crossroads and has won its bets by changing itself for the better, too. Fans who have made U2’s music and story a part of their lives have come to expect U2 to continue to work on them for the better and that U2 will solve its future problems by doing the unexpected, the creative, the unorthodox. Fans who reflect on their fandom come to realize the object of their affection mirrors themselves in some way, and as we enjoy and study U2—as we might a great work of art—we do so in order to learn more of ourselves and live a more rewarding life.

And so for the 2013 U2 Conference, held in collaboration with the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and Museum in Cleveland, Ohio, I suggested we explore U2’s proclivity for change by focusing our conversation on ways U2 has been an agent of transformation, translation, transgression, and transcendence. With the conference theme of U2: TRANS–, by inviting explorations of more than these four “trans–” concepts, and by investigating more closely reports from fans, critics, and scholars that U2 is a cause and effect of change, I knew we would have rich opportunities for better understanding how U2 does “crossing over” or “moving to the other side,” and we would gain a better understanding of why U2 has mattered to so many for so long.

When honoring Paul McGuinness in 2014, as he transitioned out of his role as U2’s first and only manager for more than thirty years, The Edge expressed the band’s gratitude for McGuinness’s plan to protect the band not from failing, but from succeeding: “We own our own master tapes, we own our own copyrights.... We are in effect a cooperative who shares those equally with the band and we were designed to survive and we were designed for something much harder: we were designed to survive success.”3In The Edge’s remark is the wisdom a veteran of the entertainment industry gains: it is the success that is the hardest to handle. U2 adopted early on a disregard for a major division in the recording industry, The Edge explained: “We’ve never had the attitude that a lot of bands did around our era, which was that the record business was the great Babylon and to be a collaborator was to compromise your values. We’ve always wanted to know the people in the label, the people representing what we do.”4As U2 approached the label it has followed the same mode of operation when approaching other boundaries: it reached across the divide.

We are interested here in U2 not because it is successful, or popular, or critically and culturally significant, but for how it has become all of these things because we hope to do likewise on a scale of our own. Perhaps we feel the need for rebirth too, as Rolling Stone music critic David Fricke said about U2 in his five-starred review of Songs of Innocence, “No other rock band does rebirth like U2. No other band—certainly of U2’s duration, commercial success and creative achievement—believes it needs rebirth more and so often.”5The eight essays collected here from the presentations at the 2013 U2 Conference explore the ways U2 has risen above a limitation to create a new reality for themselves or their fans. These essays articulate and assess a specific moment of changing or reimagining a situation that proved vital for U2’s survival and, all the better, has allowed it and us to thrive.

NOTES

1. Technically, as industry reports revealed, U2 did not give Songs of Innocence away for free through iTunes on September 9, 2014 to the reported 500 million iTunes users. U2 sold the album to Apple for Apple to use as a promotional tool for its iPhone, and Apple gave its users U2’s album for free. The end result, however, is the same: U2 worked with Apple to try a new approach to getting mass attention and interest in its music, eschewing the traditional record label model of releasing the album for sale.

2. DeCurtis, Anthony. “Foreword.” Calhoun, Scott, ed. Exploring U2: IsThis Rock ‘n’ Roll? Essays on the Music, Work, and the Influence of U2.Lanham: Scarecrow Press, 2012, x.

3. Gensler, Andy. “U2 Manager Paul McGuinness Receives Billboard’s Industry Icon Award at Midem with Wide-Ranging Keynote.” February 3, 2014. Accessed July 29, 2014. http://www.billboard.com/biz/articles/news/global/5893877/u2-manager-paul-mcguinness-receives-billboards-industry-icon-award.

4. Espen, Hal. “U2 Interview: Oscar Hopes, That Unfinished Album, Anxiety About Staying Relevant.” February 12, 2014. Accessed July 29, 2014. http://www.hollywoodreporter.com/news/u2-interview-oscar-hopes-unfinished-679321.

5. Fricke, David. “Songs of Innocence.” Accessed September 11, 2014. http://www.rollingstone.com/music/albumreviews/u2-songs-of-innocence-20140911.
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