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				For Garilyn—thank you for your hope, patience, and love along my way.

			

		

	
		
			
				Foreword: U2—Contents and Discontents

				Anthony DeCurtis

			

			
				This foreword originated as my keynote address at “U2: The Hype and the Feedback,” a conference devoted to U2 at North Carolina Central University, Durham, October 2009. At their best, in my estimation, keynote addresses are more exhortatory than detailed analyses filled with scintillating insights. The real hard work, the carving out and defining of new directions and the reexamination and challenging of long-standing but perhaps wrong or no-longer-useful assumptions, occurs in panel presentations and discussions—and in the bar. Most certainly, in this case, in the bar. Keynotes should be exactly what the term denotes: the statement of a primary theme. It should serve as a reminder of why all have come together. It should be a statement of purpose and, in some broad sense, a call to action.

				Sounding a keynote involves a certain amount of rediscovering the obvious. After all, on the most superficial level, all who attended the conference knew why we all had come there: to celebrate and explore the music and meaning of U2, a band that, for many of us, had been part of our lives for nearly thirty years and a significant source of pleasure and inspiration. The conference provided an opportunity to revivify that pleasure and reenergize that inspiration. And now this book arrives to document much of the good work that took place.

				As in any decades-long relationship, it’s easy to take our connection to and understanding of U2 for granted. As we all know, U2 rarely does anything in a quiet way, so whenever the band is active, we have plenty of opportunities to engage it. We can buy the music, see the videos, read the interviews, watch the television performances, and, as has been increasingly true in recent years, assess the ongoing success or failure of the group’s elaborate marketing gambits—an aspect of U2’s public identity that Bruce Springsteen hilariously punctured when he inducted the band into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in March 2005.

				Referring with mock envy to U2’s iPod ad, which featured the song “Vertigo” and for which the band did not take a fee, Springsteen remarked, “Smart, wily Irish guys. Anybody . . . anybody . . . can do an ad and take the money. But to do the ad and not take the money . . . that’s smart. That’s wily.”

				What Springsteen was getting at, what he was having fun with, is U2’s tendency to walk right up to a line of ethical or political or aesthetic or musical compromise and dramatically fail to cross it. It is virtually a U2 hallmark to push everything as far as it can go but no further. It is one of the band’s signatures to acknowledge and even respect a world in which total purity is impossible, in which keeping your hands perfectly clean is simply not feasible, but somehow to still remain refreshingly pure and clean. “Pure” and “clean” aren’t words that the members of U2 would necessarily apply to themselves or their actions, but they are true nonetheless.

				One of the obvious truths about U2 that I rediscovered in the course of preparing for the conference is how much has been written about the band. And a strange corollary of that for me was reencountering how much I’ve written about the band, beginning with a very enthusiastic review of The Unforgettable Fire for Record magazine in 1984. But as much as has been written about U2 and as much of it is strong, original, and varied, at least one theme emerges over the course of time: the sense of U2’s bringing itself to a critical crossroads, with everything—the band’s commercial viability, critical credibility, and moral standing—at stake.

				Of course, at least some of that impression is the result of rock critic posturing: It gives a story a much greater sense of occasion if a writer can somehow define a story’s peg as not merely the release of a new album but a make-or-break moment of truth for the band and all that it represents. U2’s relentless sense of drama plays into this as well. Bono’s sheer enthusiasm ensures that no U2 release will ever be merely quotidian. Beyond that, his hyperarticulate rendering of the band’s aesthetic and personal motivations makes every album sound like a dramatic departure from its predecessors. Finally, the simple fact is that U2 has reinvented itself a number of times, pushed certain styles to the breaking point, and then switched directions. Each of those moves won new fans and disappointed others, got praised or pilloried by critics, and genuinely put some aspects of the band’s ongoing success at risk.

				

				The first crisis to confront U2 was the question of whether or not the band could live up to the scale of its audacious ambitions. Before U2 had ever performed in the United States and before the band’s first album, Boy, was even released here, Bono told Jim Henke of Rolling Stone, “I don’t mean to sound arrogant, but even at this stage, I do feel that we are meant to be one of the great groups. There’s a certain spark, a certain chemistry, that was special about the Stones, the Who and the Beatles, and I think it’s also special about U2.” The story ended with Bono declaring, “It is my ambition to travel to America and give it what I consider it wants and needs.”

				“I don’t mean to sound arrogant”: oh, heaven forfend! That statement should probably be appended to all of Bono’s public declarations, as he would likely be the first to admit. That story would hardly be the last time that Bono’s mouth raised issues about U2’s self-importance and position in the world—and it wouldn’t be the last. But it called valuable attention to the band. Having your band written about in Rolling Stone under the semi-ironic headline “Here Comes the Next Big Thing” obviously incites certain expectations, as decades of artists blessed and cursed with the title of “New Dylan” can attest. But it also makes it impossible to be ignored, and it forces people to at least give a listen—a state of affairs that any band just starting out and desperate to be noticed would find desirable. That U2 was capable of cashing the check of Bono’s claim is precisely what has made the band’s excesses seem charming rather than off-putting over the years.

				The release of War in 1983 generated more controversy. Addressing “the troubles” in Ireland—overtly but without really taking a hard stand, except in favor of peace—caused some to view the band as exploiting a subject that demanded a position on one side or the other of the Catholic-Protestant line. “This is not a rebel song,” Bono would announce in introducing “Sunday Bloody Sunday,” a song that referred in its very title to a 1972 attack by British soldiers on unarmed civil rights demonstrators in Northern Ireland. Bono waving a white flag that meant, what exactly, confused matters further—but only for anyone who genuinely cared. For most fans, particularly in the United States, the intricacies of Irish politics could not have seemed more remote from their lives. The flag and the declamatory, military-march drumming in “Sunday Bloody Sunday” were read as indicators of commitment, and the vagueness of their focus only allowed fans to sketch in whatever inchoate views and values they held important onto that blank white screen.

				More meaningful, the pain, suffering, and frustration that everyone in Ireland felt came through palpably—and that emotion proved universal. “The trench is dug within our hearts / And mothers, children, brothers, sisters torn apart,” Bono sang, and who could not relate to that? That Bono himself was the product of a mixed Catholic-Protestant marriage only lent the song greater poignancy. And, finally, there is the spirituality of the song: “The real battle yet begun / To claim the victory Jesus won.” Again, it was a controversial declaration but one that proved reassuring to many listeners.

				I confess to paying relatively little attention to U2 during those early years. I was living in Atlanta at the time and heard and liked the band’s singles on WRAS-FM, the Georgia State University college radio station I listened to almost exclusively. I saw the band’s evocative videos on the various fledgling cable video stations, including MTV, that kept popping up around that time, and I enjoyed those too. But I failed to listen to the albums closely and consequently missed important aspects of their depth and complexity. The brightness and surge of songs such as “I Will Follow” and “Gloria” made them immediately accessible to me, but as with U2’s singles to this day, they weren’t necessarily reflective of the full range of what the band had on its mind at the time. Today, Boy and to a lesser extent October are among my favorites of the band’s albums. As with people, you know you’re truly in love when an album’s flaws only make you love the album more deeply—that’s the way I feel about Boy. I hear other people’s reservations about it, and I understand them and even occasionally agree. But their complaints have no impact whatsoever on my affection for it.

				By 1983, War had come to define U2, and that’s an album I still have trouble with—trouble that was even worse back then. As I mentioned, I was living in Georgia in the early eighties, which meant that I was obsessed with REM, whom I was able to see regularly and whom I came to know. At the time, the two bands seemed to have virtually nothing in common. While Bono was marching around onstage waving a flag at the end of a long pole, REM was doing shows in which the lighting design made it virtually impossible to even see the band.

				REM also seemed at the head of some kind of American underground rock revival. Despite my long-standing Anglophilia—dating back to the Beatles and, beyond that, to my love for and study of centuries of English literature—anything from the United Kingdom seemed slightly suspect to me. While Bono was making pronouncements about U2 being one of the great bands like the Stones, the Who, and the Beatles and bringing America what it wants and needs, REM was putting out important singles, such as “Radio Free Europe” back with “Sitting Still,” on which none of the bands members could even bring himself to look directly into the camera for the cover photo shoot.

				I was much more drawn to the vagueness and mystery of REM’s sound, as opposed to what I heard as the sonic bluster of U2. Two album titles—War, Murmur—say it all. At the time, Michael Stipe was essentially helping to invent a new persona for lead singers—the reluctant rock star, the front man for whom getting onstage seemed a kind of torment or at least embarrassment, as if you could just incidentally, through no fault, motivation, or reason of your own, mysteriously find yourself the leader of a rock band, standing onstage in front of adoring fans. It was a stance that he would eventually abandon—and how!—but that for better or worse would go on to be enormously influential to this day. Bono, meanwhile, was dangling off the rafters at the Us Festival, doing whatever he could or had to do to win U2 an audience.

				

				I had occasion to discuss some of these issues with the Edge when I went off to Dublin and London in 1987 to do my first big story on U2—a Rolling Stone cover pegged to the release of The Joshua Tree. One late night when the interviews were over and I was out to dinner with the Edge, Adam Clayton, Paul McGuinness, and various other friends of the band, the Edge and I, over whiskey and cigars, got on the subject of other bands. I brought up REM, and he seemed intrigued but mystified. He would never have put it in these terms, but he identified what might be regarded as a failure of nerve in REM. He seemed particularly perplexed by Stipe and his reluctant rock star posture. It reminded me of a conversation I read about between John Lennon and Brian Jones and Keith Richards of the Rolling Stones in the early sixties in which Lennon pointed at each of them and said, “You’re OK, and you’re OK,” but expressed, shall we say, doubts about Mick Jagger and what he would later describe as Jagger’s “fag dancing.”

				Characteristically, the Edge was not nearly as acerbic as Lennon, nor were his views as harsh. But in the way that bands are inevitably dependent on their front men, the Edge clearly viewed Bono as the man who could deliver U2 where it needed to go, and he clearly viewed the band’s job as giving Bono the confidence to say and do everything that he felt he needed to do to get them there. To get up onstage and be reluctant about what you’re doing there seemed to make no sense to him, an absolute contradiction in terms. Plus, the Edge had probably had enough of reluctance on his own side of the pond, with the dozens of punk and postpunk UK bands who were condescending about going to America and doing the hard work necessary to become successful there, while U2 was desperate to prove that it could play on the same big stage as all its idols.

				What I would only come to understand later—and what has become clear to the world at large—is how many similarities there are between U2 and REM and how many there were even in the early eighties. Far from being bombastic, Boy and October are searching and complex albums, as shrouded in shadows as anything REM was doing at the time. While REM was never as determined as U2 to become a commercially successful band, a great deal of ambition was concealed within the group’s seeming diffidence. Both bands represented a refreshing blast of optimism in a cynical time, and both went to great lengths to achieve whatever they could entirely on their own terms.

				And they would, of course, go on to become great friends and mutual admirers. Peter Buck has credited Bono with revealing to him the secret of successful child care: two nannies. And it was clear how much things had changed in the world when Bono, who was just beginning to spend a considerable amount of time in New York, confided to me that Michael Stipe had been essential to introducing him to the city and its innumerable aspects. He spoke in awe of Stipe’s confidence, connections, and social grace and described himself, in comparison, as fumbling and inept as he sought to become a New Yorker.

				

				After War, U2’s next controversial move, of course, was choosing to work with Brian Eno and Daniel Lanois on The Unforgettable Fire. This was the moment when I got fully involved with U2. Bono has talked about how Eno initially met with the band to explain how he didn’t want to work with it. However, like so many people who walked into a room with Bono thinking one thing only to leave thinking exactly the opposite, Eno has now been working with the band for a quarter century.

				But for fans who loved the more muscular U2 of War, The Unforgettable Fire was a abrupt departure—and a disappointing one at that. But “Pride (In the Name of Love)” proved enough to keep many of those fans engaged, and, of course, U2’s live shows continued to be riots of energy, celebration, and emotion. And, of course, The Joshua Tree would come along a few years later and raise the band to the level of superstars. In succeeding years, many more moments came for which some fans lost faith and others climbed on board. The media onslaught of Rattle and Hum—a film! an album!—alienated some fans. It seemed as if, having gotten big, U2 did not know when to stop.

				In my view, Achtung Baby and the Zoo TV tour represent the pinnacle of U2’s career. At that point, the band managed to reinvent its sound, reinvent not only its own live shows but many aspects of live performance in general, and shed its image as dour do-gooders without succumbing to silliness. The Zoo TV tour is the only one in my experience that got better as it got bigger. When I first saw the show at Madison Square Garden, it was great, but both the performances and the ideas seemed cramped, too big for the space. Later, at Giants Stadium and on the Zooropa tour to follow, both fully flowered. The concerts were fun, smart, and completely exhilarating.

				As they had with Rattle and Hum, however, U2 overshot the mark with Pop. It’s as if the band had taken as its motto one of William Blake’s “Proverbs of Hell”: “Enough, or too much!” It’s one thing to explore ideas of media and mass culture as the band did with Zoo TV and Zooropa; it’s quite another to attempt to celebrate its most meretricious aspects as the band seemed to be trying to do with Pop and the PopMart tour that followed. If you’ve built an entire career radiating caring, hope, and optimism, it’s a dangerous business to suddenly be trading in irony and detachment. Was this the reward, fans wondered, for having believed?

				All this might have been forgiven had the album been stronger musically. But as the band has subsequently revealed, a tour had been arranged before the album was completed, and recording was ultimately rushed. To this day, Pop sounds unfinished—though Bono, whose commitment to the Pop project never faltered, has insisted in his inimitable rhetorical way that the songs were completed on the road. Whatever. The album and tour left a bad taste in the mouths of many fans.

				So the next moment of reckoning came with All That You Can’t Leave Behind—a title that in many ways speaks eloquently for itself. To a great degree, Zoo TV, Zooropa, Pop, and PopMart were projects that attempted to create art out of excess and indulgence—often successfully. They were conceptual gambits, ultimately about their ideas. In contrast, All That You Can’t Leave Behind was about essences, about songs.

				I had occasion to spend a few days with Bono as the band was working on that album. I was writing an article, one of the first, for Rolling Stone about his efforts to have impoverished countries relieved of their debts to wealthy nations. We spent a few days together in Washington, DC, in conference rooms saturated with fluorescent light and in dingy hotel bars. When we entered the well-worn lobby of the hotel where we were staying, Bono turned to the woman accompanying him from Principle Management and said, only half-jokingly, “If the next album doesn’t do well, we’re always going to stay in hotels like this.”

				Between his meetings with African finance ministers and White House officials, Bono and I talked about U2. Jimmy Iovine, the head of Interscope Records and one of U2’s producers, had been talking to the band members about, among other things, doing more promotion when their new album came out. Bono, an enthusiastic and talented mimic, re-created the truculent whine of Iovine’s New York accent as he rendered their dialogue.

				Iovine: Look at the rappers, they’re not afraid to get out there when they have something to sell.

				Bono: Well, we do as much as we can.

				Iovine: Yeah, but I don’t have to tell them. They want to do it.

				I thought about that conversation when All That You Can’t Leave Behind came out and Bono sang about (U2’s being?) “The last of the rock stars / When hip-hop drove the big cars.”

				Bono also described a conversation with Iovine about sequencing the order of songs on the album—a vexing problem for every band and particularly for ones as obsessive as U2. As Bono was describing his grand theory of sequencing, Iovine interrupted him: “You want to know how to sequence an album? You take the best song, and you put that one first. You take the second-best song—that’s next. The third-best song? Third. Fourth-best song? That goes fourth.” And so on. Again, without getting too reductive or overthinking it, that isn’t a bad description of the way that the songs on All That You Can’t Leave Behind are sequenced.

				As we were saying good-bye at the airport, Bono described to me how the album would be about songs, and he sang a few verses of what I think was “Beautiful Day.” He asked me what I thought. What are you supposed to say? “Actually, I’d alter that image a bit—it’s not really working.” Not likely. He also told me that the Edge had returned to some streamlined guitar sounds that he hadn’t used since the band’s earliest albums. That all sounded good to me.

				

				All That You Can’t Leave Behind restored a great deal of faith in U2, and it turned out to be the perfect album for the cataclysm that would arrive not long after its release: the terrorist attacks on September 11, 2001. I had gotten married on September 8, 2001, a gorgeous Saturday in upstate New York, and U2 had sent a case of champagne and a case of Guinness to the reception. Earlier that summer, Bono had dedicated a brief version of “Unchained Melody” to my wife and me at a show in Albany, New York. So, along with being a native New Yorker who was preparing to leave for his honeymoon on the morning the planes hit my beloved hometown, U2 is extremely bound up in my feelings about that day, the worst day of my life.

				When U2 came to town to play Madison Square Garden not long after September 11, the city was still reeling. “Walk On” had, quite appropriately, become one of the anthems of the city’s resilience and survival. During the band’s performance, in a magnificent gesture, the names of all the victims of the September 11 attacks scrolled on the video screens. After the show, at a reception for the band, Bono told me that some people had advised the group not to run that scroll, that the city’s feelings were still too raw, that it might be seen as exploitative. In fact, it was a bold and perfect gesture, exactly what the city needed, and it was gratefully received and appreciated. Everyone in the audience was moved.

				When Bruce Springsteen first played New York after releasing The Rising, he opened his show by simply saying, “How are you doing? I’ve been thinking about you.” New Yorkers wanted to feel precisely that—an assurance from the artists they loved that the city was in their hearts and on their minds. U2 and Bruce Springsteen are at the top of that list, and they were quite possibly the only artists at that time who had the moral and emotional standing to speak so directly about an experience that ripped into the city’s soul.

				

				In the decade since then, U2 has continued its process of upping the stakes, making risky—or wily—moves, and still managing to come out on top. I love “Vertigo” but wasn’t crazy about How to Dismantle an Atomic Bomb—another album that seemed unfinished to me. I didn’t much like “Get On Your Boots” but very much enjoyed No Line on the Horizon, which seems unfinished to me in the right way, a way reminiscent of The Unforgettable Fire. Of course, No Line on the Horizon, like everything else these days, hasn’t sold as well as I’m sure U2 hoped it would. And as I’m writing this, Bono and the Edge’s score for director Julie Taymor’s Broadway musical Spider-Man: Turn Off the Dark has embroiled U2, if only indirectly, in yet another make-or-break proposition.

				Characteristically, though, U2 is still insisting on playing on the big stage—both literally and figuratively. Regardless of your preferences for this or that album, this or that song, U2 has done some great work in this decade—arguably more great work than any other band at its level. When Greatest Hits + B Sides 2000–2010 arrives, as it inevitably will, that set will be able to stand credibly alongside its two predecessors. Along with the music, Bono, as everyone knows, has become a philanthropic activist of international importance.

				For all these reasons, U2 is the perfect band for what we hope may still become the age of Obama. They remain inspirational figures, beacons of hope in impossible times. Their belief that divisions can be bridged by the strength of rhetoric and vision confounds the frustration that we sometimes feel with the band. Despite all the temptations to succumb to cynicism, the members of U2 continue to believe that we can be better people and that we can build a better world. Their music, even the beautiful, ghostly atmospherics of No Line on the Horizon, continues to be a call to action—action in the world and action in the fertile realms of our imaginations. For this band, there truly is no line on the horizon—no line between Earth and sky, between young and old, between the fates of the poorest and the richest, between who we are and who we aspire to be.

				The last time I interviewed Bono was about four years ago for one of the fortieth-anniversary issues of Rolling Stone. When I appeared at the door of his New York apartment, I surprised him. The interview was supposed to have been done by Time columnist, Harvard professor, political consultant, and Irish firebrand Samantha Power.

				I have no idea what happened with her schedule, but when I sat bleary-eyed that morning at my computer after rising brain-numbingly early with my then-twenty-month-old daughter Francesca, I opened an e-mail from Rolling Stone that simply read, “Can you interview Bono at 11:00 this morning?” My reply was equally direct: “Oh, absolutely.” I sometimes joke about certain artists that you could wake me up in the middle of the night and ask me to interview them and I’d be able to do it without the slightest problem. I never thought I would have to test the truth of that claim, but this time, with Bono, was as close as I’ve ever gotten.

				Bono emerged bleary-eyed himself. I noticed four champagne flutes on his coffee table from the night before, which likely explained the problem. I greeted him with the words, “No fancy Harvard professors for you. You’ll never escape the music press!”

				We embraced and caught up a bit. He seemed genuinely pleased to hear that I had become a father. He asked if he could give my daughter a gift. Once again, what do you say? He went and got a copy of the edition of Peter and the Wolf that he had illustrated as part of a collaboration with his old running buddy Gavin Friday.

				Because my daughter’s birthday is Christmas Eve, Bono drew a large Christmas tree on the bottom of the page. Then he wrote her a message that says a lot about him and U2. I took it to heart, and I hope that one day, when she’s older, Francesca will too, for its honesty, simplicity, and openheartedness.

				“Francesca, welcome to Planet Earth,” he wrote. “There’s so much for you to do.” Turn off the dark, indeed.
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