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Praise for SONG OF SPIDER-MAN



“Self-deprecating, funny, wise in retrospect and more than a little wistful, Song of Spider-Man isn’t an excuse or justification for either version of the Broadway musical—nor should it have to be. Both nearly unbelievable and deeply believable, it’s a story about how even a professional dramatist can miss the anvil-obvious foreshadowing of inevitable dramatic consequences in his own life.”


—American Theatre Magazine


“You close Song of Spider-Man knowing two things you didn’t after seeing Spider-Man: Turn Off the Dark. Mr. Berger knows how to write, and he can tell a good story.”


—Mark Harris, The New York Times


“An absorbing . . . account of one of show biz’s more bizarre real-life adventures.”


—USA Today


“Hilarious and engrossing. . . . Despite the fact that the project he is most associated with never received better than mixed reviews, one imagines that Berger surely considers himself first and foremost a dramatist. How inconvenient for his self-conception that he’s written one of the best literary works of this year.”


—Nicholas Mancusi, Miami Herald-Tribune


“An entertaining tell-all about this infamous musical that, in the fall of 2010, made headlines almost every day . . . an accurate and candid account.”


—Michael Riedel, New York Post


“Spider-Man: Turn Off the Dark turned out to be a dud, but Berger’s book is one of the best recent accounts of the making and unmaking of a big Broadway show.”


—Connecticut Post


“This book should be required reading for all theater students.”


—TheaterMania.com


“An addictive tell-all. . . . [Berger’s] a damn fine storyteller.”


—Word and Film


“This is a truly remarkable book.”


—Reviews Gate


“Song of Spider-Man is a fantastic read. Not just because the story Berger is recounting is one of the more compelling ones to come out of the American commercial theater in a long time (hell, maybe ever), but because he is so adept at pacing, at explaining the collaborative process, and, perhaps most importantly, at clearly demonstrating the fact that despite the urge to point fingers and name names, no one is solely to blame when projects this big struggle as horribly as Spider-Man did. In this respect, Song of Spider-Man is not only an exciting, interesting, and compelling book, but also an exceptionally kind and even-handed one. . . . No theater book I’ve read captures the psychology of theatermaking quite as well as this one does, or demonstrates as neatly that weird, thrilling, aggressively inward-looking creative process.”


—Show Showdown


“Glen Berger's Song of Spider-Man is insightful, personal, hilarious, and tragic.  It's a must-read not just for fans of theater, but anyone interested in the creative impulse.”


—CultureMass


    “Glen Berger’s Song of Spider-Man is insightful, personal, hilarious,

        and tragic. It’s a must-read not just for fans of theater, but

        anyone interested in the creative impulse.”


    —CultureMass
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This book is for Karin Almquist




An honest-to-gosh, show-stopping glitch occurred, just as the title character of this new musical was about to vanquish or be vanquished by the evil Green Goblin. Never fully explained “mechanical difficulties” were announced by an amplified voice . . . And for the first time that night something like genuine pleasure spread through the house. . . .


Patrick Page (who plays the Goblin) ad-libbed a warning to Reeve Carney (who stars as Spider-Man), who had been awkwardly marking time by pretending to drink Champagne.


“You gotta be careful,” Mr. Page said. “You’re gonna fly over the heads of the audience, you know. I hear they dropped a few of them.”


“Roar,” went the audience, like a herd of starved, listless lions, roused into animation by the arrival of feeding time. Everyone, it seemed, understood Mr. Page’s reference to the injuries that have been incurred by cast and crew members during the long (and officially still far from over) preview period for this $65 million musical. Permission to laugh had been granted, and a bond had temporarily been forged between a previously baffled audience and the beleaguered souls onstage.


All subsequent performances of “Spider-Man” should include at least one such moment. Actively letting theatergoers in on the national joke that this problem-plagued show has become helps make them believe that they have a reason to be there.


This production should play up regularly and resonantly the promise that things could go wrong. Because only when things go wrong in this production does it feel remotely right . . .


—Ben Brantley, New York Times, February 7, 2011
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It’s Just a Play


The four drinks I knocked back on an empty stomach in the empty VIP room were finally kicking in. The conversations around me in the crowded lobby had become amplified and muffled, like I was floating in a diving bell surrounded by a lot of classy-looking fish. Fine. Just so long as I didn’t have to talk to any of them. Any moment now, the lights were going to blink, and then we’d have to take our seats, and I’d be saved. Except, no, I’d still be screwed. Because there wasn’t a drug in the world that would make sitting through the show tonight anything but unremitting torture.


We were already thirty minutes behind schedule. They were holding the curtain because everyone was having such a fine time gabbing with each other. So I had to come up with a plan because hiding would be pathetic, but people were going to try to talk to me, or worse—congratulate me. It was opening night. And I was the cowriter. Giant letters spelled out my name on that building-sized sign out front. So congratulating me would seem like the thing to do. But this show was a special case, and I was a special case in this special case, and so collecting “congratulations” was like collecting a pile of wet socks.


Of course, I imagined it was a hundred times worse for her. And, oh man, how the two of us yattered so eagerly about this night once upon a time. To think there was a time when—no, I couldn’t think about any of that—I just had to walk purposefully and no one would stop me to talk. So I sidled past Bill Clinton and Lou Reed, Salman Rushdie, John McEnroe—it was like being trapped in an updated version of the Sgt. Pepper album cover. I figured I’d be fine so long as I didn’t run into her, because I wouldn’t know what to say. But I ran into someone else, and he immediately walked away which, like a sliding set piece, revealed . . . her. And I didn’t know what to say.


Julie Taymor. She was standing near the doors that led out to Forty-third Street. She wasn’t going to come at all tonight, which was boggling. Yet understandable. And, in being understandable, even more boggling. It had been three months since I’d last seen her, and the rush of old, cozy feelings smacked against The New Reality, and the impact made me just sick.


Even now, I carry the dream with me every day—to make up with her. So it all can be as sunny as it once was. Publishing a book detailing our six years together might not be the most effective way to achieve that. In fact, I was warned not to write about any of this. But I can’t help it—it’s a story, and that’s what we do with stories. We tell them. In fact, this whole book is a story about storytelling—the story of an epic attempt by earnest human beings to tell a story and to tell that story brilliantly. Only, there’s this:


Before something can be brilliant, it first has to be competent.


—from My List of Lessons Learned


One should probably begin the story of the making and remaking of a Broadway musical about Spider-Man with that hallowed day in 1962 when Stan Lee, along with illustrator Steve Ditko, came up with The Big Idea: Bullied high schooler acquires spider powers.


It’s a trim little setup. And just different enough to be revolutionary. Not only was this teenaged Peter Parker suddenly burdened with “great responsibilities,” he still had to run the every-day gauntlet every teenager has to run—the social troubles, the money troubles, the dermatological troubles . . .


A comic-book panel would depict a publisher sitting behind a cluttered desk in the cramped Madison Avenue offices of Marvel Comics staring at a sketch of a figure wearing a bodysuit covered in webbing. Lee and Ditko would be standing on the other side of the desk, looking on expectantly. The publisher would be looking . . . doubtful.


“Several months later . . .” would read the caption in our next panel. Lee and Ditko’s new superhero is swinging with a hoodlum under his arm on the cover of Marvel’s Amazing Fantasy #15. It’s our webslinger’s debut, and it’s in the final issue of an anthology series already slotted to be canceled. That’s how dubious the publisher was of this new “spider-man” idea.


The next comic-book panel would flash us forward forty years. It would be a split screen depicting the gleaming offices of media giant Marvel Entertainment on one side and the makeshift office of two almost-entirely-untested Broadway producers on the other. The producers are being informed via phone that they’ve just been granted the rights to make a musical out of Marvel’s most treasured property: Spider-Man. Exclamation points shine above the producers’ heads.


But if this is a story about storytelling cast through the prism of Spider-Man the Musical, then maybe we should be starting fifty-thousand years ago, back in a time when the world was teeming with Paleolithic ceremonies featuring singing, dancing, and human characters endowed with animal powers. In a large, single-paneled splash page, we would see two prehistoric figures arguing over just how their musical performance is supposed to go. On their hairy faces—anger, exasperation. Why? Because collaboration, by definition, requires humans to interact with each other. Which means every moment in a collaboration quivers with the potential for transcendental connection. And also fury, and hair-tearing frustration, and silences as icy as distant planets. Just look at Lee and Ditko. You think they had a falling-out? Of course they had a falling-out.


Another scene to ink and color: a twenty-first-century living room, somewhere in the United States, or Sweden, or South America. Children have commandeered couch cushions and bathrobes. One of them is pretending to be Spider-Man. By the looks of it, their pretending includes a large cast of characters and an elaborate plot.


Storytelling. It’s what homo sapiens do. We do it as automatically as a pancreas produces insulin. We’re compelled to codify otherwise-random events into cause and effect. Into patterns. Into narrative. It’s a drive that in part makes humans so human. And it’s a hunger that drove the creators of this confounded musical (as well as its audiences) into spasms of excitement, disappointment, and a few dozen other emotions as the show careened down the long road to its much-delayed opening night.


And it’s why my last comic-book panel would depict a scene from opening night. I would draw it in an emo-manga style, with a smudged, cocktail-sipping crowd in the background. In the foreground, a woman with flowing hair framing sad-smiling eyes is regarding the addled-looking man in front of her. The man’s heart is on his sleeve, his tongue is in a knot, and in the banner at the top of the panel, that poor schmuck’s thoughts from over a year later are revealed:


    I loved her. I still do.


    With heart-scarred bewilderment,


    I love her. . . .


And the thing of it is . . . she despises me.


Julie Taymor despises me with photograph-shredding rage. Or so I hear. Though maybe by now she’s past caring. After all, it’s been thirty months since that last phone call; that last lit match on a kerosene-doused relationship, six years of collaboration KAFWOOOSH! . . .


Sure, yes, maybe she’s moved on. But I doubt it. While I was writing this book, teams of lawyers were busy submitting suits and countersuits. Among other demands, Julie wanted half of my money. And I wasn’t about to give it to her.


Here’s what happened. . . .


Or—wait—let me say one more thing first.


I am aware—I really am—that the following pages contain metaphors more appropriate for an account of an amputation tent in the Crimean War; adjectives best saved for the Apollo space program or the Bataan Death March. Next to events of actual weight, I know this whole thing sounds self-important as hell.


That said, for those who lived through this odyssey, very high stakes were involved, and very real costs were exacted, and I wouldn’t want to minimize that fact. And so it is with simultaneous irony, bitterness, and innocent awe that I state this (because I know it, but I’m going to forget it):


This book? It’s about a play.


Just a play.


Just a fucking play.


Okay. Here’s what happened. . . .
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Hello


There once were two men with little in common. Tony Adams was an Irishman whose charm was off the charts. In 1975—and only twenty-two, mind you—he coproduced The Return of the Pink Panther. This movie would turn out to be the first of several films he worked on with both Peter Sellers and director Blake Edwards. Soon bloomed a deep, lifelong friendship and artistic partnership with both Blake Edwards and Blake’s wife, Julie Andrews. The three of them shared the belief that one of a producer’s greatest tasks was to conjure up the circumstances by which artists can create their best work.


As Julie Andrews (as Mary Poppins) once explained: “In every job that must be done, there is an element of fun. You find the fun and—snap!—the job’s a game.” Tony carried this principle with him throughout his career. If it’s going to be a drudge, then what’s the point? Thirteen years after coproducing the film Victor/Victoria, Tony—for his most significant theatrical credit—shepherded a musical adaptation of it to Broadway.


Tony then began working for billionaire Dutch media tycoon and theatre producer Joop van den Ende. He developed a show titled Oh What a Night. The script wasn’t working, so Tony eased the writers off the project and brought on scribes Marshall Brickman and Rick Elice. The script was renamed Jersey Boys. But somehow the rights lapsed, and Tony lost the property. Jersey Boys would open in four years’ time to profits galore, but none of those profits would go to Tony.


Unbowed, Tony launched Hello Entertainment. Why “Hello”? Because that was the name of his “business entity” back in the 1960s when he was just a teenager living in Dún Laoghaire. A budding impresario, young Tony was booking rock bands and clearing a few quid, but was at a loss for office space. So Tony had the phone number of a local pub printed on his business card along with HELLO, figuring odds were fair the publican would answer the phone with a “hello.” Or not. Bit of a wheeze, worth a shot at any rate.


And now Tony, nearing fifty, had resurrected that wink-of-a-name from his youth for a production company whose specialty would be to bring popular culture to the stage. He was going to find already branded entertainment ripe for adaptation, and reconfigure it for Broadway. This was 2001—no one but Disney was trying to do this in any concerted way. For his crew at Hello to get their feet wet, Tony selected a project called Star Trek Forever. He envisioned the show as just some fun—a limited-run event slotted to open in London in time for an enormous Star Trek convention there in 2002.


Are you feeling torn


Because you fought a Gorn?


Are you stuck between a Horta and a real hard place?


Yeah, sights weren’t set very high on this one.


•   •   •


Financing was still up in the air when our second man came into the picture: David Garfinkle. David was primarily an entertainment lawyer from Chicago, and he was . . . less charismatic, but that was hardly his fault. Different people are born different people. A kind fellow, certainly, and pure-heartedly enthusiastic about bringing popular culture to the stage. And did it matter that he wasn’t as charismatic as Tony? Yes, it did matter. Not then, though. It would matter a great deal later, but not in 2001, when Tony and David first met each other in Sag Harbor during the intermission of a one-woman show about Janis Joplin. The two of them hit it off, and soon Tony was getting legal advice from David for Star Trek Forever. David had a Rolodex of contacts, cultivated over years of working with clients in television and film such as Paramount Pictures and Oprah Winfrey’s Harpo Productions. Tony invited David to come on board Hello. Finding investors—that would be David’s bailiwick.


Though strictly business partners, Tony and David assiduously attended couples counseling to ensure their collaboration would thrive. They were swinging for the fences, you see, and that was going to require Trust, and it was going to require Communication. These capitalized words are going to come up a lot in this story.


Meanwhile, Marvel and Sony were working on a movie called Spider-Man, directed by Sam Raimi. It opened in summer 2002 to lunatic grosses. Marvel was eager to capitalize on their superhero’s newfound level of popularity any way they could. They had already fielded calls from several interested theatrical producers, including the Nederlander Organization—one of the largest operators of live theatre. However, Michael Parker, who worked in licensing at Marvel, remembered meeting a guy a few years back—a producer who had both the savvy and graciousness or, really, the humanity to serve this material properly. He gave Tony Adams a call.


Hello Entertainment was a production company without any producing credits. Yet, by the end of that summer, Tony Adams and David Garfinkle had persuaded Marvel to give them a chance to put Marvel’s precious property on the Broadway stage. How did they swing this? Did I mention Tony was charming?


Armed with provisional stage rights, Tony contacted fellow Irishman Paul McGuinness. Back in the early seventies, a young Paul McGuinness worked as a film technician for director John Boorman (Deliverance), which was how eighteen-year-old film assistant Tony Adams first met Paul. By the end of the 1970s, Paul McGuinness had dropped his work in film to become manager of a rock band called U2, consisting of four ambitious Irish teenagers.


So now, decades later, with Paul McGuinness’s encouragement, Tony and David Garfinkle were flying to Dublin. They were going to court Bono and The Edge of U2. U2. The “biggest band in the world,” according to a number of metrics and a consensus of critics. The scheme was pie in the sky of course. But upon returning home, Tony received a fax from Paul with the composers’ answer: Yes.


The fax contained more news: Literally just down the street from Edge and Bono lived acclaimed Irish filmmaker Neil Jordan. The two musicians popped down the road. “Hey, Neil—how about writing the script for our little show?” So Hello Entertainment now had Neil Jordan on the team as well.


Now it just so happened that two of Neil’s films were scored by his friend, composer Elliot Goldenthal. Elliot’s longtime domestic and artistic partner was none other than Tony Award–winning, MacArthur “Genius Grant” Fellowship recipient Julie Taymor, whose last Broadway project was the multibillion-dollar grossing The Lion King.


So through Neil Jordan, Hello approached Julie to be Spider-Man’s director. She was intrigued by the idea. But she was busy developing other theatre projects (including an adaptation of Pinocchio for Disney). She wasn’t going to get involved unless she could find a narrative something to spark her imagination; to ensure the show wouldn’t be just a by-the-numbers work-for-hire.


And during a forty-eight-hour creative binge, poring through comic books supplied to her by a volunteer geek, something in the first issue of the Ultimate Spider-Man series caught her eye. There on the first page, in the second panel, the character Norman Osborn recounts the myth of Arachne. Arachne was an artist so talented, and so intoxicated by her talent, that she refused to humble herself before anyone, even the goddess Athena. Ovid narrated in his Metamorphoses that when Arachne mocked Athena in a weaving contest, the irate goddess destroyed Arachne’s tapestry. In response, Arachne hanged herself with one of the tattered remnants of her own work. But! Athena didn’t allow Arachne to die. Instead, she transformed the girl into the world’s first spider. Arachne, an artist condemned to the shadows; Arachne, weaving her gossamer threads for eternity; Arachne, the future mother of all spiders. Arachne. There we go—Spark, meet Tinder. Julie had her hook. She called Tony. She was in.


In Ireland, in February 2003, Julie introduced Arachne to her new collaborators. They would meet again in the South of France, enthusiastically spinning musical and narrative ideas. By March 2004, Marvel had signed off on the creative team and, nine months after that, Neil Jordan delivered a twenty-two-page treatment to Julie, outlining the thirty scenes of their prospective musical.


What Julie read that January was detailed, imaginative, dark, and dauntingly . . . cinematic.


Neil Jordan has almost always been the author of the films he has directed. Mona Lisa, Michael Collins, The Butcher Boy—Mr. Jordan can point to an impressive résumé as a writer. But he had never written for the theatre. And when Julie encouraged him to let his imagination run free, he gravitated toward scenes with complicated effects that would be almost impossible to render on a stage.


Julie delivered a wildebeest stampede in The Lion King. If you can serve up a wildebeest stampede, what can’t you deliver on a stage? Well, really scrutinize that stampede. Because you first hear the distant rumbling of hooves, but no, snap out of it—those aren’t hooves, they’re kettledrums. And on the horizon, that blurry herd kicking up dust and getting nearer? They’re just paintings of animals on a long scroll that’s spinning fast. There’s no dust, no horizon. And they’re not getting nearer—larger wildebeest puppets have simply been introduced. And the charging wildebeests now full-sized and practically on top of you? They don’t even look like wildebeests—they’re dancers with hairy pants and horned shields stamping their feet to louder drums. And Julie staged it this way because her objective wasn’t to render reality. It was to make an impression.


So, it was really Neil Jordan the screenwriter who described in his treatment how Peter and Mary Jane’s big second-act love song “is interrupted by a wind, which drags hats, umbrellas, deckchairs, even a little girl in its wake. Peter grabs the little girl, holds her to the trunk of a swaying tree. Then, freezing rain, encasing everyone in icicles . . .”


His treatment depicted Norman Osborn as a fanatical scientist who becomes disfigured during a laboratory experiment. However, in Neil Jordan’s telling, Norman Osborn never becomes the Green Goblin, and the narrative’s primary villain is Arachne. Continuing a predilection seen in such films of his as The Crying Game or The Miracle, Mr. Jordan zeroed in on Arachne’s potential for sexual unorthodoxy. Norman Osborn, flirting with the disguised Arachne, “strokes Arachne’s shoe, remarks on the delicacy of the foot beneath it. ‘There are more where that came from,’ she remarks, whereupon another foot probes his crotch, reducing him to paroxysms of ecstasy. . . . More and more legs emerge and twine around him, and his song of ecstasy becomes a wail of terror . . .”


Mr. Jordan’s culminated with Spider-Man vanquishing the unrepentant spider-woman. Peter sends her “hurtling toward the dark waters of the Hudson” to her death.


“It was all and always you,” sings Mary Jane.


“I loved you. And he loved you,” Peter sings.


“But you are he. Even now you love me.”


And Peter Parker bends down toward Mary Jane, turning upside down on his web, and kisses her again.


The End.


After reading what Neil had delivered, Tony and Julie gave Neil their notes. Or rather, their one note: They were cutting him loose. The awkwardness of the situation wasn’t lost on Julie. After all, Neil had brought her onto the project in the first place. It pained her that their friendship went into the freezer as a result. But as she sighed to me during an elevator ride years later, “I’m not sure what else I could have done.”
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A Falling Piano


In 2005, my friend Jules was working as Julie Taymor’s personal assistant. I learned through her that Julie and the producers had begun searching for a new writer. Or rather, a new cowriter. To avoid being disappointed a second time, Julie was going to get more involved in the generation of Spider-Man’s story and dialogue (known as the musical’s “book”).


Celebrated playwrights like Tony Kushner and Tom Stoppard were considered and dismissed. Finally, a handful of playwrights were asked to deliver a scene based on a two-page “vision” of the musical that Julie had penned the year before. But dialogue is generally the least interesting part of a Julie Taymor production. Giving Julie a few pages of the stuff seemed to me like a recipe for disappointment.


So I didn’t submit a scene. Instead, I turned in a treatise explaining why I wouldn’t be submitting a scene. I raged, I rambled, I explained Julie Taymor’s entire career to her. I spewed half-baked ideas for ten dense pages and ended it all with “Or perhaps not. Anyway, it’s a thought.” It read like I was on drugs.


I was simply wiped out meeting writing deadlines for PBS, and distracted coraising two toddlers. And, most of all, I just wasn’t taking the assignment seriously because I knew there was no way I was landing this gig. Yes, I had pages of sparkling pull-quotes, and yes, I had been following Julie’s career half my life. In fact, it was painfully obvious (to me) that out of the five billion writers in this universe, I was the writer they were looking for. But. C’mon. Julie Taymor? Bono? Spider-Man? There was no way I was landing this gig.


But Julie had actually seen my Off-Broadway play Underneath the Lintel, and something in it resonated with her. Tony and Julie read my ravings, were intrigued enough to request an interview, and that next week, on a sunny Saturday in May, I was ringing the bell to Julie’s Union Square office.


I left an hour later with my brain fizzing. Tony had this warm, casual-yet-stylish vibe that put you immediately at ease, as if he had just handed you a mimosa. And Julie? Her aura cleared the sinuses. We three sat at that long table of white-painted wood—Julie’s artwork from a thirty-year madly inspired career decorating the walls—and I didn’t want to have to leave this place, this world where spring breezes wafted in through loft windows, and everything that hit the eye was pleasing. I wanted to soak in it, for a while at least, yes, absolutely—what did I have to do to make that happen? Write a scene? I’ll have it for you tomorrow.


So, up late that night I settled on a setup that had the Green Goblin hoisting a grand piano to the spire of the Chrysler Building. We’d have him sing something cocktail-loungey and unhinged—why not? I had nothing to lose. I typed out a scene containing lots of puppet-violence, beginning with the Green Goblin proposing a partnership with his archenemy, and ending with the Goblin pushing a Steinway off a skyscraper only to be sent to his own death because he didn’t realize he was attached to the piano by Spider-Man’s webbing. A little inelegant, but whatever.


Birds had begun twittering outside my window; the sun was rising. I hit SEND. That afternoon my cell phone rang. It was Julie. I was the new bookwriter for Spider-Man the Musical.


So, yes, this scene got me the job; and yes, it was that easy; and yes, this same scene . . . this same scene would lead to Julie’s dismissal from the Spider-Man project. The scene I wrote that night would lead to lawsuits, shattered friendships . . . tears . . . scandal . . . rigmarole . . .


But all that would come much later. It was nothing but innocence on May 15, 2005, when Julie and I rendezvoused at her Upstate New York country house to dive into the story. We didn’t take a break. If we did, I don’t remember it. What I remember was how I kept staring at my new cowriter. She was mesmerizing. Her movements, her gestures—even when she wasn’t paying attention to them—had not only a grace, but a precision.


Dance traditions from around the world have catalogued the kinetic phrases that most potently connote emotion and drama. Anyone can study them, but a dancer’s body intuitively understands them. Julie possessed this talent (when she was sixteen, she even lived on her own in Paris studying mime), and it was undoubtedly one of the most powerful tools in her kit. It meant she could more effectively elucidate, intimidate, captivate, and otherwise persuade. And in Julie’s business—whether it’s pitching a project to investors or getting her collaborators to embrace a vision—persuasion was the name of the game.


So, there we were at her country house, brainstorming, and at one point she stood up to describe yet another idea—this one had Peter Parker visited by Arachne in a dream and becoming entwined in web silks coming out of their hands. . . . And this graceful, intense, and absolutely erotic Indian dance Julie was suddenly executing changed the room, excited the particles in the air—how else to put it—cast the spell. Where had this woman been all my life? When she was on, when she was in it, she transformed a room like a traveling carnival transforms a parking lot.


And her brain never stopped. It was all Art all the time. We drove to the train station the next morning, and while we stood on opposite platforms waiting for different trains, we gleefully shouted new ideas to each other across the tracks, as commuters looked up from their Times to furrow their brow. She understood IT—that you’ve got to get obsessive, that only fanatics create something of any worth.


Three nights later, I was at a New Dramatists function. New Dramatists is a sanctuary for those playwrights who have the good fortune to be selected for one of the organization’s seven-year residencies. Julie’s personal lawyer, Seth Gelblum, was speaking to me. He happened to be on the New Dramatists Board, and as I was drinking my beer he was confiding in me and killing my buzz.


“You’re about to jump into some seriously deep water. You have no idea the amount of money and expectation riding on this project. And there are some extremely . . . challenging . . . personalities that you’re going to have to contend with. But you’re the right person to do this. You’ll be fine.”


“That’s good, because you’re freaking me out.”


Seth then leaned in close and said, “But I’m going to give you some advice. Whatever you do, whatever happens, stick with Julie.”


Then and there I decided to follow this advice single-mindedly. For once, I wasn’t going to neurotically parse it or add caveats. I would hew closely to this blessedly easy set of instructions and, in doing so, win the grand prize. And seriously, why wouldn’t I “stick with Julie”?


An hour later, a car was taking Tony Adams, David Garfinkle, Julie, and me to the Meadowlands. We were all off to see “the boys.” Bono and Edge were still smarting over Julie’s decision to give friend Neil Jordan the boot, and they were even more dubious after reading my résumé. So, they insisted on meeting this new bookwriter before signing off.


U2’s Vertigo Tour was on its way to becoming the highest-grossing tour of the year, featured on magazine covers all summer long. In a few minutes they’d be performing in front of twenty thousand, but at the moment they were offering us cans of Bud from a metal bucket in a small room somewhere in the backstage warren of the Meadowlands.


There was conviviality, there was small talk, but I kept my mouth shut, and thought about U2’s back catalogue. Twenty-five years they’ve been putting out albums. How was it I only knew three of their songs?


Bono clapped me on the shoulder—“Your problem, meanwhile, is that you’re too bashful.”


“Ah, give me a chance!”


Now Bono was looking me in the eyes.


“This has to be brilliant. Do you understand? It has to be.”


There was no mistaking his sincerity—he had absolutely no interest in doing something that wasn’t bloody genius. Otherwise he would walk away. In survival mode, I got animated, swung my hands about, gave him my word—no, no, no, absolutely, if it killed us, we were going to deliver an experience that would blow minds.


Bono threw a glance to Julie—“You’re sure about this one?” I could see doubt, terror, rising behind her eyes, and now she was shaking my shoulders—“You better write something brilliant, you hear?!”


I nodded. I had already decided not to tell them about the three other writing jobs I’d committed to that summer.


The concert began with a spellbinding cascade of luminescence while a ringing guitar riff—as iconically “Edge” as a riff can get—built in tension and complexity until the band erupted into their recently released “City of Blinding Lights.” Right away this concert was confirming what I imagine all playwrights feel whenever they watch a rock concert: Plays blow.


If only a play could replicate those first seconds of a rock concert—those moments mad with anticipation and excitement. Eight bars on Edge’s guitar and a whole stadium was galvanized. The immediacy, the rawness, the sexuality, the spectacle, the relevance, the passion, those monster lights, and that massive sound—was this what we were shooting for with Spider-Man? Was this where everyone’s head was at? I spent the entire concert raising the bar for our show ever skyward.


But the real revelation for me at that concert: Until tonight, for whatever ignorant reasons, I thought Bono and Edge were wrong for this project. But tonight I heard both a mischievousness in their music, as well as a dead-earnest, aching yearning for justice, grace, humility, and transcendence. In other words, I heard the soul of our superhero. I was ready to bow down to Tony Adams—he was a genius.


But he wanted pages. Immediately. Yesterday. Progress was beginning to stall because I was having a hard time selling Julie on my ideas. So I headed to Julie’s country home to hash out the story yet again. But I couldn’t get enthusiastic about anything she was pitching, and meanwhile she was looking at me like I was speaking Urdu.


Finally, I blurted, “You know, Julie, in a certain light, Spider-Man the Musical is kind of a ridiculous idea.”


Julie frowned, furrowed her brow, and said, “Ridiculous? I don’t think so. No.”


She wasn’t just serious, she was solemn. I stammered out a “Oh—but in a certain—well, no, I didn’t really think that either.” But now I was scared. I just assumed everyone thought this project was potentially ridiculous. Obviously it wouldn’t be ridiculous by opening night, because Julie Taymor would make sure of that. But—hoo—was I really working with someone who hadn’t once entertained the notion that perhaps a musical about Spider-Man was . . . just . . . you know . . . ludicrous?


Another week went by. Having no choice, I turned in what I had—a long-winded treatment of the first act. Tony and Julie were “very unhappy” with this product. I had blown it. I couldn’t convince Julie of my vision for the show, and now she was ready to sack me. So be it. It was fun while it lasted. But then personal assistant Jules called me to say she had just overheard her boss telling Tony she didn’t want me fired. She, in fact, “loved working with Glen.” And, my God, to the point of tears, I loved working with her. And here she had rededicated herself to our collaboration! My loyalty to her was now complete. I vowed I would move my radio dial to her frequency and keep it there. So I headed to the New Amsterdam to scrutinize The Lion King once again.


And here was something that hadn’t struck me before: When Scar and Simba fight, they lock arms, make a half-revolution, and break. That’s it. That’s the fight. It isn’t a real fight; it isn’t even a dance-interpretation of a fight. It’s a signifier for a fight. On one level, it’s incredibly unsatisfying—where’s the action? Julie unfolds new tableaux in front of us, and what we get is an illusion of action. In fact, a single scene is almost always anchored by just a single image, a single gesture. Julie—as she herself had noted in myriad interviews—had been drawn to this approach ever since she was an undergraduate studying under Herbert Blau at Oberlin. Distill and keep distilling, said Blau, until you have the essence—a gesture, a moment, pulsing with narrative power, unencumbered by distracting detail. Blau called this the “ideograph.”


And what medium came closest to expressing this ideal? Of taking an audience frame by frame, as it were, through a story, each frame designed for maximum impact, always with an ethic of economy in both word and gesture? Yeah. Comic Books. This beautiful, ancient-souled woman knew exactly what she was doing: a Spider-Man musical—there was nothing ludicrous in that. How could I ever have thought otherwise? I saw with newfound clarity that I had to start trusting Julie’s instincts. And Julie and Tony had to stop looking to me to lead the way in this treatment. Julie could only direct what she understood. And Julie couldn’t understand what I had been pitching to her. In fact, it seemed like she could only understand what came from her. And it seemed like somewhere in Julie’s brain was the entire story she wanted to tell, and therefore the most helpful thing I could do was to tease it out of her. I went back to Julie’s country house reborn. Within two weeks, we were finishing the last scenes of the treatment.


“So what shall we call the fight between Arachne and Peter? ‘Last Dance of the Spiders’?”


Julie’s eyes lit up. “Oh—no—it has to be a tarantella!”


“A tarantella?”


“A tarantella! Like Captain Hook in Peter Pan! ‘Methinks I see a spark! A gleam! A glimmer of a plan! / In which perhaps it may redeem me honor as a man!’ ”


I guarantee you she hadn’t seen Peter Pan for forty-five years. For day-to-day details, Julie’s memory was spotty at best. But discussing theatre with her? It was like hanging out at the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts reference desk.


•   •   •


So we did it. Before the end of July, a twenty-page treatment was completed, taking the reader scene by scene through the proposed musical, with made-up song titles for the eighteen songs yet to be written. We sent the document straight to Avi Arad, chief creative officer of Marvel Entertainment. Approval was right around the corner.


Or . . . maybe not. Within two weeks of receiving the treatment, Avi had rejected it. Flat out.


“The concept is entirely wrong and the tone of the treatment, which is quite dark, is not what Marvel anticipated receiving at all.”


“Does that mean maybe he didn’t like it?” I asked Tony.


“Get Arachne out of the script or we’re done,” said Avi.


“If Arachne’s out, then I’m out,” said Julie.


“There’s still a bit of a divide between Avi and Julie,” said Tony Adams to me delicately one day in October. “You’re going to have to find a way to bridge the divide. I’m sure you’ll find a way.”


“Righto.”


“We need both Avi and Julie on board.”


Undoubtedly.


But the divide was unbridgeable. In August and September, while Julie shot her film Across the Universe in New York, Tony was busy mediating a series of heated chats between Avi and Julie. “Some people look really calm on the outside,” Bono once observed, “but deep down, they are cauldrons. They’re boiling with nervous energy.” Tony continued to present his consistently calm presence, but privately he was swallowing a lot of anxiety pills.


At least things were moving forward on the contractual front. On October 20, with the legal issues finally hammered out by lawyers, and with Julie’s and Bono’s signatures already procured, Tony popped down to Edge’s SoHo apartment with the deal memo. After some optimistic chat between Tony, Edge, and Paul McGuinness, Edge exited the room to fetch a pen. His signature was the last one Tony needed, so Edge planned to crack open some champagne for the three of them in just a bit. Tony smiled at Paul, gave a thumbs-up, looked back at the contract, and shuddered.


He was looking at a stack of stapled pages on a coffee table, a black leather couch, faces, a water tower, autumn leaves through a window. Then blood leaked in his head. It compressed his brain.


As Edge was coming back into the room, he heard his manager asking with escalating urgency: “Tony? Tony. What’s wrong?” With eyes rolling back in his head, Tony slumped onto the table. Edge held the unconscious man while he and Paul waited for the ambulance. Two days later, at the age of fifty-two, Tony Adams was dead.


•   •   •


Friends and family from Ireland congregated at a nearby pub after Tony’s memorial service, and there they spoke movingly to me of Tony’s devotion to the Spider-Man project. And perhaps as a consequence, for the next five years I was afflicted with magical thinking, confident that Tony was watching over us from above, ready to pull a cosmic string when we needed it, as if he were Obi-Wan Kenobi or something.


I was eventually well cured of that.


But for a good month after the memorial service, I even continued to call Tony’s cell phone, addicted to the sound of a dead man’s voice asking me to leave a message. I left him updates on the show’s progress, though it wasn’t a pretty picture. With the lead producer gone, and the treatment a nonstarter with Marvel, prospects for the show looked bleak.


But David Garfinkle, who had taken over as head of Hello, continued to schedule meetings in the hope that we could nudge the treatment in a Marvel-friendly direction. By the end of 2005, Avi was hinting at a new willingness to consider the inclusion of Arachne. A revised treatment was drafted and delivered to Marvel in January 2006.


We were confident that the outline now conformed to Avi’s (softened) demands. But January turned to February. No word from Avi. Calendar pages flew away, March became April, and there was still no word from Avi.


On a splendid spring afternoon on the Taconic Parkway, I was pulled over, slapped with a speeding ticket, and now the world seemed an especially small-minded, malevolent place. I called David Garfinkle. “Damn it, David, we’ve done what was asked of us. Is this show ever going to happen?!”


David, as matter of fact, had news.


It turned out—though no one bothered to inform Hello Entertainment—that Avi Arad had been in the process of leaving Marvel. So the treatment spent a forlorn winter in Avi’s inbox before it was eventually brought to the attention of new chief creative officer David Maisel.


“And,” David Garfinkle reported to me on the phone, “Maisel has finally replied.”


Apparently David Maisel expressed some concerns about the sexuality in the story, and about secondary characters overshadowing Peter Parker and Mary Jane. Nevertheless, Hello Entertainment had been granted a green light, accompanied by David Maisel’s sincere hopes that fruitful collaboration lay ahead.


Keep pulling those strings, Tony . . .
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The Four Geeks


We already knew Spider-Man was going to be one of the bigger shows Broadway had seen in over half a century—it was going to have a bigger budget, a bigger publicity machine, and some gargantuan technical demands. And David Garfinkle had never produced a play. A single play. Ever. So the British producer Martin McCallum, who helped shepherd Miss Saigon and Les Misérables to the stage, was brought on by David Garfinkle to be “line producer.” Martin lived in Australia, but when the time was right, he would move to New York and carry on in the role Tony Adams was meant to play. Meanwhile, Bono and Edge were instructed to start composing music, because a crucial staged reading was just twelve months away.


Julie flew to Èze, in the South of France, to meet with them. As Julie explained to her co-bookwriter: the last time she had gone to the French Riviera to meet with our composer/lyricists, Neil Jordan was the fourth member of the creative team.


“So best not to bring you over this time, Glen. Emotions are still a bit brittle.”


Still?


“I want to pave the way for you. But next time, I promise.”


In France, Julie took Bono and Edge step by step through the treatment, and the boys played Julie a half-dozen songs. Rough demos. Just themes, really. They didn’t have any lyrics yet. Bono sang extemporaneously over the tracks in a language Edge called (in Bono’s honor) “bongelese”—a smattering of intelligible words and phrases mixed with a lot of random phonemes. Over the deeply somber piano chords of what would become the anthem “Rise Above,” Bono sang:


Cause the sense is in the side


Cause the marble’s in the slow


And the sheepers in your heart


In batten you will grow . . .


On the page it’s silliness, but with the music, it really wasn’t. In fact, in song after song, the emotional content was so clear and untainted by left-brain comprehension I began to wonder whether I was going to prefer bongelese to the lads’ actual lyrics.


The tunes themselves were exciting. Everyone thought so. Julie captured them on a shabby miniature tape recorder as Edge played the songs from his computer. But through the wobble and distortion, we could hear that the demos were mysterious, playful, varied . . . theatrical.


“Arachne’s Theme” was a series of descending notes that managed to sound ancient, grand, and foreboding. And a riff they called “Boy Falls From the Sky” was going to be the driving electric-guitar-fueled hit of our musical. Which, according to David Garfinkle’s schedule, was opening in previews in Chicago on August 21, 2008. Two years from today. So it was time to start writing that script. Julie might suggest a line or two, but I was expected to generate all the dialogue. I then had to submit it all to Julie. If she rejected a word or a sentence, there would be no arguing—just a frogmarch back to the keyboard.


Julie liked her scenes written with concision, and always with an eye toward how it would play a hundred rows back. So our main characters had to be designed with the capacity to be played big while retaining their integrity. We couldn’t have the actors resort to shtick and mugging. So Peter Parker would be a charmingly fumbling teenager. He’d have an endearing, self-deprecating humor whenever he was around his unrequited love or confronted with bullies looking to do him harm. I had Peter covered. And newspaper editor J. Jonah Jameson? He was already well established in the last forty years of comic books, TV episodes, and movies as an obsessive, cigar-chomping, self-righteous, self-promoting penny-pincher. He was like a stock character out of commedia dell’arte—a form Julie had often dipped into, most recently in her Green Bird on Broadway. You couldn’t ask for a more “theatrical” character. Arachne had no dialogue until the final scene of the show, so I wasn’t going to worry about her quite yet. The Green Goblin? In my audition scene, he was a Tom Waitsian carnival barker. A loose-limbed philosophizer, with wild mood swings and a happy unawareness of other people’s personal space. Standard supervillain/trickster tropes, but no point reinventing the wheel.


But what about Goblin’s pre-supervillain incarnation as scientist Norman Osborn? Julie was unimpressed by the character in the first movie, as embodied by Willem Dafoe. She felt a soulless entrepreneur wasn’t a fraction as sympathetic or compelling as, say, Alfred Molina’s scientist in Spider-Man 2. In that film, Otto Octavius’s earnest desire to save the world through technology led to his accidental transformation into supervillain Doctor Octopus.


So we’d make Norman Osborn a brilliant scientist and humanitarian who believed that “speeding up evolution” was the only way to save humanity from Earth’s imminent ecological implosion. However, Norman’s fears that competitors would steal his work would lead him to rush his research, resulting in his accidental transformation into the Green Goblin.


At Èze, Edge remembered encounters with media mogul Ted Turner. Bono jumped at this, recalling the time they went for a walk in the fields with Ted and his assistant. Ted was holding forth on one topic after another when suddenly he spied a snake on the ground and reached to pick it up. His assistant cautioned him that it was a poisonous copperhead, which Ted dismissed.


“That’s no copperhead.”


“But—”


“Nah, the hell it is, honey, the—ah GEEZ, you’re right!”


Ted jumped back in fear and then, not missing a beat, added, “Hey, I’m gonna keep her.” And right on talking and trudging through the tall grass he went.


An enthusiastic, fast-talking genius from Georgia with a soapbox always at the ready. Someone who could launch into the patter of an auctioneer or preach salvation like a Baptist minister with the zeal of The Music Man’s Harold Hill? Yeah, I could work with that. And hey, maybe we’d slow down that Southern accent once he was the Goblin. It would add a dash of Klansman, which would go just fine with the Goblin’s embrace of a perverse eugenics.


The song demos played in an endless loop as I typed. Haunting, some of these songs, there was no doubt about it. Scene by scene the script began to take shape. The writing that September would have been going just fine, in fact, if it hadn’t been for . . . the Geeks.


Julie feared that getting through the whole “origin story” before the end of Act One would be impossible without some narration. Before I was hired, she came up with the idea for a “Geek Chorus.” She claimed the pun was unintentional, but the concept for the Geeks was certainly similar to the role of the classical Greek chorus: Four teenagers—three boys and a girl—would remain onstage for the entire show, comment on the action, wax philosophical, and fill us in on all the plot points we didn’t have the time or wherewithal to dramatize. Employing a Geek Chorus was a good idea.


Wasn’t it?


Yes.


Probably.


We weren’t sure, actually. If they voiced the confused thoughts and feelings of Peter, it would eliminate the need for endless monologues. That would be helpful. They could add four spirited backup voices to any song. They could juice the whole show with fanboy passion. They could convey comically yet sincerely the veneration that comic books command.


In theory, these were sound reasons to write a Geek Chorus into the show. But we decided to add a few more rules: They would have to sound like teenagers today. Fine. But no contemporary slang could be used, because what was hip today was dated tomorrow. So instead they’d speak in an argot that we would invent. Well . . . okay. That worked for West Side Story, I suppose. Oh—and to set these four teens apart from the rest of the characters in the show, they should speak in verse. Rhyming verse. But Julie was allergic to hip-hop, so even though everything that rhymes these days inevitably sounds like hip-hop, it mustn’t sound like hip-hop. But it shouldn’t sound like Dr. Seuss either. Or Gilbert and Sullivan. And the four characters should each have a distinct personality. But every now and then they should speak in unison. And they absolutely must be funny.


I didn’t blanch. I have an indefatigable confidence in my writing abilities, so I took this assignment and ran with it. After an hour, I blanched. I was sure I’d figure out how to write the Geeks eventually. Hell yeah, I’d figure it out. . . . Eventually.


•   •   •


By the beginning of October, a ragged version of Act One was completed—just in time for a two-day summit in Bono’s Upper West Side penthouse apartment. I didn’t know U2’s music the first time I met Bono and Edge—it was easier to be indifferent around them. But now I was a hard-core fan, with their entire catalogue committed to heart. So I should’ve been producing flop sweat like crazy. But trying to get pages written in the days leading up to this conference had turned me into a sleep-deprived shell of a former self. I shuffled into Bono’s den and took in the surroundings and the excited banter of my collaborators like some quietly amused Peruvian sloth, and when Julie suggested I read the script out loud to our composers, I launched into the show unthinkingly.


Within minutes, Bono’s sunglasses were off and he and Edge were voicing approval, tossing new suggestions into the air, pointing out how the Girl Geek’s narration matched the sean-nós Gaelic singing style Bono had been considering for Arachne. Julie and I acted out the first scene between Peter and MJ—a scene relying on stumbling lines and long, horrible pauses in lieu of content. Through grins, Bono called it “kabuki,” “brutal,” and meanwhile I was marveling over my acting partner’s comic timing. Now Bono was playing Mary Jane’s abusive father, and Edge was convincingly playing gentle, well-meaning Uncle Ben as the four of us volleyed lines with increasing intensity until it culminated in a song yet to be written.


Doing his best Mr. Burns from The Simpsons, Bono turned to me, tapping his fingers together. “How long have you been with us, Smithers? You’re going to get on very well in this corporation.”


Well gee, this was getting gratifying . . .


Your life seems to be going in one direction, and then suddenly you wake up on the ceiling, with strange new powers. That’s when Peter sings “Spun Around” (later renamed “Bouncing Off the Walls”), another song needing music and lyrics.


“There’s an expression in our band which we use all the time,” said Bono. “A ‘throw yourself around the room’ song. I think this might be the place for one of those.”


Indeed. Seeing as Julie wanted to stage the scene with Peter actually throwing himself around the room. With the help of cables, the actor was going to leap and flip from wall to wall. And then the whole bedroom was going to break apart, and Peter would dance toward the high school with the Geeks cheering him on.


Bono told us his definition of a “geek”: “a person full of passion, unencumbered by cool.” And he wasn’t wrong. Julie demonstrated a silly ecstatic dance for the song right there in Bono’s living room as Bono scatted a tune, improvising something sounding like the joyous flipside to the Beatles’ “Helter Skelter.” He and Julie played off each other, flirting and daft, while Edge studied them with a grin, and I gaped at these goofballs who were skipping and gesticulating, pulling faces, exclaiming, and just . . . playing.


And like the old fellow in Krapp’s Last Tape, this is the scene I rewind over and over again. Stupefaction. Rewind. Play again. There’s Julie buck dancing, or doing the Charleston, or whatever the hell she was doing in that room of giggling and twinkling inspiration, and yet almost exactly five years later, the New York Post was depicting the Inferno reimagined by Julie Taymor. In the ninth circle of hell, “dangling from two of [Satan’s] three mouths are Bono and The Edge, ‘their backs being skinned so as to leave not a patch.’ In the third mouth, being ground head first, is the greatest traitor of all—Taymor’s cowriter, Glen Berger.”


To get from a scene of collaboration and affection to this vengeance-steeped hellscape . . . well, you’d think, at the very least, it would take a couple dozen implausible plot twists. But no, it just proceeds, step by sensible step. Hooved swamp dwellers evolve into humpback whales. Earnest intentions turn into intractable wars. I’ve never written nonfiction before, but I can tell you the fiction-teller’s directive for millennia has been to simply copy the way life unfolds; to wend an ever-flowing series of circumstances from a beginning to a very different endpoint and make every bend and cataract feel inevitable. These things happen. Just ask any divorcée about her wedding day. These things happen. All the time. Rewind. Play again. We were four jolly sailors, four imperturbable Argonauts set to capture the Golden Fleece. Full of passion, unencumbered by cool, we were also—and this is painfully clear—four geeks. And all I know is . . . those friends will keep dancing and laughing in that Central Park penthouse, but they’ll never be anything again but ghosts.


Now Bono was playing a clip from (of all things) The Matrix. He and Edge selected a tune by Radiohead to mix into the scene. The effect was inspirational, mysterious. Bono and Edge had pinpointed a mood for the song they were going to write that would carry an audience from the nihilism sparked by Uncle Ben’s death toward the musical’s defining moment—when Peter vows to fight in the name of love and justice as Spider-Man.


“Rise Above,” suggested Bono. “Rise above the difficulties around you. Above the sadness within you. Be your better self.”


The new anthem for our musical was born.


The rest of the summit was spent chewing over plot points. From one scene to the next Edge and Bono dove into the weeds of dramaturgy with the ardor of regional theatre literary managers.


Also, with nary a half-minute of discussion, the musical’s title was decided upon. Bono and Edge suggested it. It was inspired by the bedtime request of the young daughter of a friend of theirs.


So, good, now the project felt a little more real—we had a title. But it was a secret title. And it would be a secret for four more years. No document could contain the title, lest we blow the surprise. Later the title would blaze with unintentional irony. After that, the title would endure a fusillade of Internet mockery. Still later, the title would point the way to a new beginning for the show. But on that day, all we knew was that we woke up that morning thinking about Spider-Man, and went to sleep that night thinking excitedly about Spider-Man: Turn Off the Dark.


•   •   •


We were going to land this show right in the middle of the zeitgeist. Gordon Cox was reporting in Variety how “musicals are once again becoming part of the pop-culture consciousness,” with musicals referenced in everything from The Sopranos to Gap Khaki advertisements and the music videos of Beyoncé. Broadway musicals took in a record $850 million in the 2006–07 season alone.


I finished a draft of the whole script by the beginning of 2007. We were seven months away from the big presentation that would showcase a revised script and all the completed music in front of our investors. Right, yes. The investors. David Garfinkle had tapped a network of monied folk based mainly in his hometown of Chicago to put up the funds for the show, and they were anxious to see what their money had bought them to date.


So in January 2007, our two producers, along with Julie and me, went to Ireland for another summit with the boys and to get an update on their progress. After a bracing hill climb through gorse and sheep dung with Julie leading the way like Tenzing Norgay and with David Garfinkle laboring behind in dress shoes, we rang Bono’s bell, and then joined him for a stroll to Edge’s house down the road, discussing on the way how the Democratic Primary was shaping up to be a battle between Hillary Clinton and Barack Obama. “Oh, it’s win-win,” said Bono, who then began riffing on a Sesame Street tune, singing, “Oh, a rock star is a person in your neighborhood,” as he waved at honking cars passing by.


In Edge’s little guesthouse, the espresso machine was fired up, and we plunged into the new batch of melodies he and Bono had put together. First up was a sound unlike anything in U2’s catalogue. Playing around with the Phrygian mode, they had laid down an otherworldly wall of sound that could have been constructed by the Bulgarian Women’s Choir. With these harmonics, the audience would be introduced to Arachne. The hubris-infected young woman boasted in her lyrics that anything the gods created, she could make more beautiful, for she was an artist. Julie was thrilled. “Elton John, Andrew Lloyd Webber, eat your heart out.”
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