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Screen-age kicks: U2 at 
London’s O2, 30 October, 
2015. “In a stadium you 
perform larger than life. 
You have to be more direct,” 
says bassist Adam Clayton.
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“WE’RE STILL 
STANDING AND 

PLAYING BETTER THAN 
EVER. THE BAND IS 

CREATIVELY ON FIRE 
IN A WAY THERE’S NOT 

A PRECEDENT FOR.” 
ADAM CLAYTON

A

few songs into U2’s fourth
Innocence + Experience date
at London’s O2 Arena, Bono
remarked on the venue’s
resemblance to a big top. 

He waxed nostalgic about “running away to 
join the circus” almost 40 years ago and 
assigned each of his bandmates circus roles. 
Bono, of course, was the clown.

This year, not for the first time, U2 can 
claim to have mounted the Greatest Show On 
Earth. Playing 76 sold-out dates to over 1.2 
million people in the US and Europe, they 
bounced back from wounds both 
unfortunate (Bono’s bicycle accident) and 
self-inflicted (the iTunes backlash) with a 
blockbuster show that left crowds stunned 
and drew A-listers like moths to a flame. 
In London the audience included Mick 
Jagger, Chris Martin, Harry Styles, Damien 
Hirst, Matt Damon, Idris Elba and, on all six 
nights, superfan Noel Gallagher.

What they witnessed was a remarkable 
two-hour tightrope-walk between intimacy 
and spectacle. U2’s first full arena tour since 
2001 turned the walkway between the main 
A stage and the smaller B stage into a third 
performance space and, occasionally, the 
cage-like screen above it into a fourth. On 
Cedarwood Road, Bono entered the screen to 
stroll down a surreal version of his childhood 
street; on Until The End Of The World, Edge 
played inside it while a projection of Bono 
toyed with him like a malevolent giant. 
Combined with sound designer Joe 
O’Herlihy’s innovative ceiling-mounted
speakers, the stage design lived up to
Invisible’s lyric: “There is no them, only us.”

“It’s much more enjoyable because you

THE 
GREATEST 
SHOW ON 
EARTH
Multiple stages, a giant 
Bono, the Berlin Wall… 
U2’s stunning Innocence 
+ Experience tour rolled 
into town last month.
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interacting with images of his late mother
and the 1974 terrorist attack described
in Raised By Wolves. The halfway point
was marked by a Zoo TV flashback: 
a recreation of the Berlin Wall dissolved
to reveal the band playing Invisible 
inside the screen. The setlist changed
every night for the Experience section’s

more interactive B stage performance,
which Clayton compares to “a club gig”. 
In Europe, it segued into a three-song 
sequence commenting on the Syrian refugee
crisis: in a poignant coincidence, one of the
fans who danced onstage at the O2 had been
a Bosnian refugee 20 years ago. “It seemed to
be a very U2 subject,” says Clayton. “At the
root of it is the human story.”

U2 hope to finish sister LP Songs Of 
Experience by autumn 2016 before resuming
the tour with songs from the new record.
“The best of plans can change but we’re 
pretty gung ho,” says Clayton. “We’ve come
full circle. Having survived innocence and
gained experience, we’re still standing 
and playing better than ever. The ba   
creatively on fire in a way that I don  
there’s been a precedent for.”

Williams thinks this triumphant
already made its mark. “Delivering
to the whole room is an idea there’s
way back from. Using the arena lon
logical too. I’m sure we’ll be seeing
of this for a long time.” Just as Zoo T
360° reinvented stadium rock, this
offered a glimpse of the future of ar
shows. DORIAN LYNSKEY

MAN AND BOY
U2’s tours over the years

THE JOSHUA TREE
Year: 1987

Number of dates: 
111

Tickets sold: 1.9m 
Gross: $33m
Best remembered 
for: The ’60s
cover versions, 
including 
“stealing back” 
The Beatles’
Helter Skelter 
from Charles 
Manson.

ZOO TV
Year: 1992-1993

Number of dates: 
157

Tickets sold: 
2.48m
Gross: $72m
Best remembered 
for: Bono’s prank-
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POPMART
Year: 1997-1998

Number of dates: 
93
Tickets sold: 
3.98m
Gross: $173m
Best remembered 
for: The band 
getting stuck – 
Spinal Tap-like – 
inside a giant 
mechanical 
lemon.

VERTIGO
Year: 2005-2006

Number of dates: 
131

Tickets sold: 
4.62m
Gross: $389m
Best remembered 
for: The enormous 
LED curtains 
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can see pretty much everyone,” Adam 
Clayton tells Q once the London leg has 
come to a close. “You’re very aware of that 
fellowship. In a stadium you perform larger 
than life. You have to be more direct. There’s 
less room for improvisation.”

Songs Of Innocence wasn’t yet named, 
let alone finished, when U2 and their loyal 
creative team began brainstorming the tour 
in March 2013, but the autobiographical 
narrative was already obvious. “The 
artfulness in this show is in the ideas, not the 
hardware,” says creative director Willie 
Williams. “We knew the story we wanted to 
tell but the manner of telling it was extremely 
open.” The original design, says Williams, 
was “unaffordable” even by U2’s standards, 
featuring flying rooms, an exploding house 
and “a giant lightbulb that burst into flames”. 
The notion of two different shows on 
alternate nights was also abandoned. 
“The final version was comparatively 
under-designed,” Williams says. 

Each night, U2 opened and closed the 
show by playing the hits on the main stage but 
in between they were in constant motion. The 
hi-tech Innocence sequence found Bono 

U2 unlimited: Bono and 
the Edge “interact”; 
(below) a recreation of 
the Berlin Wall dissolves 
to reveal the band playing 
inside the screen.

Mac attack: Bono 
as horny devil 
MacPhisto, 1992. 
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“Turning 25 was
a turning point
for me, slap bang
in the middle of
my 20s. 
Teetering on the
edge of being an

old adolescent and a fully-fledged
adult, I made the decision to go
into becoming who I’m going to
be forever without a removal van
full of my old junk.” So wrote
Adele on her Facebook page,
announcing the release of her
new album. You can’t argue with
experience but Adele is now two
years older and 25 actually joins a
remarkable category  
significant albums 
released when the
artist is 27.

We hear a lot
about “the 27 Club”
of artists who died
at that age but it’s a
statistically shabby
concept, built on
coincidence and
lazily used to suggest a
spooky connection
where there’s none
to be found. Most of
its famous members
expired accidentally
(Morrison, Hendrix,
Winehouse); of the
big names, only Kurt
Cobain and, perhaps,
Richey Edwards
chose to bow out. The
real 27 Club – bigger
and more inspiring
contains scores
of musicians
who experienced
a phenomenal
burst of creativity
three years before
turning 30, from
Radiohead to
Public Enemy and
Kate Bush to Dr Dre.

I first encountered
this idea several years
ago when Bono talked about an
art dealer friend who said that he

knew when an artist
was 27 whether
they were in it
for the long haul
or had exhausted
their youthful
potential. This
obviously struck
a chord with
omeone who was

touring The Joshua
Tree at that point.
It’s an age when

youthful
brilliance
matures into
something more
lasting; an age
when newfound
confidence,
wisdom and
courage combine
to produce

spectacular and often
life-changing work.

Why does this
happen so often? It
depends what you

believe. Astrologers
attribute it to the
Saturn Return, when

Saturn reverts to the same place
in the sky it occupied when you

were born. Although this journey
isn’t completed until 29 or 30 its
influence is said to begin at 27.
Neuroscientists and
developmental psychologists
prefer to talk about a settling of
the brain. The brain keeps
pruning synapses for several
years after adolescence – much
later than was previously thought
– during a phase defined by noted
psychologist Dr Jeffrey Arnett as
“emerging adulthood”. Rates of
anxiety, depression and alcohol
abuse usually peak during this
volatile period and level out
around 27, when you finally
qualify, neurologically, as a full-
grown adult: who you’re going to
be forever, as Adele put it.

You don’t have to subscribe to
either theory to feel that 27 is a
milestone. After the headlong
rush of your early 20s, you are old
enough to have experienced the
end of a long-term relationship

Rather than the tired old guff about “the 27 club” of artists who die young, we should look 

at the number of life-changing albums made by people that age, argues Dorian Lynskey.

COMING OF AGE

and the loss of a friend or parent; 
to have failed and bounced back; 
to take stock of what you’ve 
achieved and what you haven’t; 
to ponder mortality and realise 
that life isn’t limitless. In an 
industry as youth-obsessed as 
pop music, it’s crunch time. 
A fork in the road. A waning of 
creative power, or a redoubling. 
Dr Arnett talks about the looming 
pressure of “the age 30 deadline”.

Consider what some 
musicians have achieved at that 
age. Noel Gallagher, Guy Garvey, 
Tricky and Jay Z finally made their 
debut LPs. Kraftwerk’s Ralf 
Hutter and Public Enemy’s Chuck 
D crystallised their sound and 
mission with Autobahn and It 
Takes A Nation Of Millions… . 
Björk and Dr Dre escaped the 
shadow of their old groups. Bob 
Marley became an international 
star with Catch A Fire. Brian Eno 
invented ambient music.

Artists who experienced 
success young raise their game, 
making LPs that embrace 
adulthood in all its painful 
complexity. Hence the bruised 
intimacy of Joni Mitchell’s Blue, 
the mid-youth crisis of 
Radiohead’s The Bends, the 
enforced rebirth of the Manics’ 
Everything Must Go and the 
panoramic grown-up pop of Kate 
Bush’s Hounds Of Love. This year 
alone, Kendrick Lamar wrestled 
with his new responsibilities to 
extraordinary effect on To Pimp A 
Butterfly and Grimes released her 
make-or-break album Art Angels.

Of course, great music can 
emerge at any age, from boy 
wonders like Brian Wilson or late 
developers such as Wayne Coyne. 
But there’s a thread that unites the 
LPs I’ve mentioned – a new sense 
of focus and ambition, a shedding 
of old skin – that is especially 
resonant. For too long, 27 has 
been associated with musicians 
dying. It’s time to appreciate that 
it is in fact when many of them 
come most fully alive.

“THE 27 CLUB IS
A STATISTICALLY 

SHABBY CONCEPT.”

27-up: milestone 
LPs by (from top) 
U2, Oasis, Björk, 
Radiohead and 
Kendrick Lamar.

Adele: now “a fully-
fledged adult.”


