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U2 3D 
 
Talent: Bono, The Edge, Larry Mullen, Adam Clayton. 
 
Directors: Mark Pellington and Catherine Owens 
Duration: 85 minutes 
Classification: G 
We rate it: 3 and a half stars. 
 
There’s no denying that Irish rock band U2 are probably still the biggest live musical 
act in the world, even after twenty-odd years of touring. Aside from maybe the great 
outdoor extravaganzas mounted during the 1970s and 80s by Pink Floyd, U2’s live 
gigs are renowned as dazzling, cutting-edge spectacles, as politically and 
ideologically provocative as they are musically engaging. Bono, the acknowledged 
master of making fame itself humanely useful, still struts his stuff as if he’s a 25-year-
old, and the band that supports him is as skilled as rock bands get. To see this chart-
topping foursome filmed playing before staggeringly large crowds in state-of-the-art 
digital 3D and surround sound is, admittedly, quite a spectacle. 
 
The peculiar thing, however, about sitting in a cinema and watching U2 3D is that 
throughout the experience, stunning as it is, one can’t help but reflect upon the fact 
that one is sitting in a darkened room watching film of a band playing live in front of 
crowds of a hundred thousand people. There’s something decidedly strange about 
sitting passively and observing (through the suitably nerdy polarising 3D glasses) this 
massive rock show, whose actual filmed audiences just don’t stop screaming and 
waving for a second. As one ruminatively chews one’s popcorn and sips one’s soft-
drink, one can’t help but feel faintly left out, to say the least. 
 
The Pink Floyd comparison might well prove interesting to revisit here for another 
reason. Pink Floyd - Live at Pompeii (1972) is, for my money, the greatest concert 
film ever produced, and it was largely filmed amid the utterly deserted ruins of that 
most intriguing location. The legendary band performed their material solely for the 
cameras; there was no live audience, this was a concert film in its purest sense: a 
filmed record, interspersed with interviews, of a band playing some of its greatest 
material in a haunting and evocative location. That was a concert film that made sense 
to me: a visual and aural experience that frequently bordered on the dream-like - it 
wasn’t intended to replace the experience of attending a live concert: it was something 
else entirely. While watching U2 3D, however, one can’t quite escape the feeling that 
this whizz-bang cinematic artefact has been produced as a sort of second-tier 
alternative for those who were unable to attend a live concert.  
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This all having been said, U2 3D is an amazing experience simply by virtue of the 
technology one is seeing and hearing in the cinema. The 3D effects are often striking; 
the several concerts whose footage has been mined for the film were clearly 
extraordinary events, and we frequently see the band from remarkably high or low 
angles, through shots designed to show off the capabilities of digital 3D 
cinematography. High-angle shots looking down at Larry Mullen’s gleaming drum-kit 
show us the series of cymbals poking out of the screen at different heights; shots 
taken from the ground-level crowd’s point-of-view give us the vista of the band in the 
distance, seen through thousands of clapping and waving hands, all marking out 
different distances between camera and stage; and frequently after-effects in the form 
of text of different kinds float out towards us, offering comment upon or ironic 
accompaniment to the songs being played. For a decibel-heavy blast of absolutely 
state-of-the-art cinematic technology, U2 3D is remarkable, but it’s really no 
substitute for seeing the band in the flesh. 
 
Nick Prescott 

 


