
McGonagle’s by Aaron Kavanagh 

McGonagle’s was a rock club located on 22 South Anne Street, that has been called 

everything from a ‘crucial cornerstone in the Dublin live music scene’1, ‘Dublin’s premiere 

rock club’2, ‘iconic’3, ‘one of the most vital venues for live rock back then’4, and the ‘top live 

music venue of its era’5, to a ‘small, run-down, sweaty dive’6, ‘infamous’7, and a ‘standard, 

dark, rock cellar bar, where, even by day, stale tobacco clung to the corner like cobwebs, and 

the floor was a tacky reminder of a thousand spilled pints’8, which ran from the late 1970s to 

the early 1990s. The venue was estimated to have a capacity of around 800.9 For a 

comparison to today’s venues in Dublin, that makes it comparable to The Academy on 

Middle Abbey Street, which has a capacity of 833.10 

 

Before it was McGonagle’s, it was the Crystal Ballroom; a ballroom owned by promoter and 

businessman Bill Fuller, who owned many venues across the world, including the Electric 
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Ballroom in London and the Fillmore West in San Francisco11, and managed by record store 

owner, showband manager, and friend to Bing Crosby, George O’Reilly12, who normally put 

on showbands at the venue.13 The Crystal Ballroom famously hosted Johnny Cash during his 

first Irish tour in 1963, which was a tour promoted by Fuller.14 The ballroom was where 

Bono’s parents courted each other, and U2 released a song about the venue, titled ‘The 

Crystal Ballroom’, on the deluxe edition of their 2014 album Songs of Innocence.15 The late 

RTÉ DJ Larry Gogan stated, in the context of seeing Joe Dolan and the Drifters there in 

1963, ‘The Crystal was considered to be an upmarket ballroom and it was a shilling dearer 

into the dances there, compared to the other venues around the city. It was owned by a 

promoter called Bill Fuller and had a very strict code of smart dress.’16 The Crystal Ballroom 

existed from the 1950s to the early 1970s, and, opened as McGonagle’s on July 16th, 1976.17 
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McGonagle’s was managed by Terry O’Neill, who had been Thin Lizzy’s first manager when 

they began. He booked a lot of U2’s early concerts at the venue, before they even changed 

their name to U2, and were still called the Hype.18 It’s been stated that, ‘For U2, playing at 

McGonagles [sic] was a foundational experience in an important venue.’19 In addition to U2, 

the venue also was an early spot for nascent Dublin punk and new waves bands like the 

Virgin Prunes, the Radiators from Space, the Blades, the Lookalikes20, the Tearjerkers21, the 

Vipers22, Berlin23, the Atrix24, and Free Booze (whose shows sold well, as it promised ‘Free 

Booze’ at McGonagle’s!).25 In addition to local acts, the venue would also see Northern Irish 

punk acts, like the Undertones26, Stiff Little Fingers27, and the Outcasts28, and touring punk 

acts, like the Lurkers29, the Rezillos30, Slaughter & the Dogs31, the Vibrators32, the Valves33, 
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U.K. Subs34, Anti-Pasti35, the Dark36, and the Doomed37 (who were a short-lived iteration of 

the Damned, that originally featured Lemmy from Motörhead38, however, by the time they 

played McGonagle’s, Lemmy was no longer in the band, and the band were just keeping the 

name).39 Post-punk act XTC would play three consecutive nights there in October 1978.40 

Phil Lynott’s sideband the Greedies (a.k.a. the Greedy Bastards), which included members of 

the Sex Pistols and the Boomtown Rats, played at a Christmas party for Hot Press at the 

venue in 1978.41 Other acts that played the venue at this time included Tradition42, the 

Motors43, Girlschool44, Cado Belle45, Wilko Johnson’s Solid Senders46, Radio Stars47, John 

Otway48, Jenny Darren49, Alberto y Lost Trios Paranoias50, and Son Seals.51 O’Neill would 

pass management of the club over to Fran Quigley.52 U2 got booked to play at the club every 
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Thursday for four weeks in 1979, which Quigley said was the hardest day to get people to 

attend.53 McGonagle’s was also the venue that U2 chose to perform a showcase for 

representatives of CBS Records at.54 Reporters John O’Donoghue and Áine O’Connor were 

seen dancing at McGonagle’s on a news story on disco for the 22 August 1978 edition of 

RTÉ’s P.M. programme.55 

 

In  addition to Quigley, in the ‘80s the venue would see promoters such as the late Electric 

Picnic founder John Reynolds (1965-2018)56, Smiley Bolger (who worked as a DJ at the 

venue)57, and the Hope Collective’s Niall McGuirk.58 The club would host various club 

nights for different types of music, including reggae59, rave60, metal61, and dance62. In 

addition to Smiley Bolger, future RTÉ DJ Dave Fanning was a resident DJ at the venue.63 

Guest DJs would include Carl Cox64, Coldcut65, Norman Jay66, Judge Jules67, Dave Dorrell68, 

and Andrew Weatherall.69 Some of the club nights they hosted were Danceteria, Club 
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Voodoo, and Soul On Ice.70 Thin Lizzy played at an anti-Eurovision alternative song contest 

at McGonagle’s, booked by Smiley Bolger and hosted by the ‘First International Alternative 

Song Contest Organisation’ (or F.I.A.S.C.O. for short).71 There was also socially conscious 

event nights held at the venue, such as when they hosted the band Some Kind of Wonderful 

during a series of Anti-Amendment Campaign concerts, that were against the then-upcoming 

Eight Amendment referendum72, and a club night against the censorship of information on 

abortion services.73 

 

The 1980s saw a wide variety of live music at McGonagle’s. The Pogues made their Dublin 

debut at the venue.74 Author Mick Middles said, ‘For up and coming bands from Manchester 

and Liverpool keen to flex their Irish heritage, a gig at McGonagles [sic] was essential.’75 

Such was the case with the Stone Roses; however, the band had gotten booked on a heavy 

metal night, and the crowd threw glasses at them.76 The venue would also see new wave acts  

Echo and the Bunnymen77, and Classix Nouveaux78, Mick Jones’ post-Clash dance group Big 

Audio Dynamite (B.A.D.)79, Madchester band the Happy Mondays80, EDM band the 

Shamen81, two-tone/ska band Bad Manners82, socialist punk band the Redskins (“Redskins.” 
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Because they were socialist skinheads. Get it?)83, indie acts the Fall84, the Wedding Present85, 

Inspiral Carpets86, and the House of Love87, post-punk acts New Model Army88, Theatre of 

Hate89, the Teardrop Explodes90, and the Comsat Angels91, and Australian punk band the 

Hard-Ons.92 A new generation of Irish musicians played McGonagle’s at this time, too, such 

as My Bloody Valentine93, the Fatima Mansions94, the Frames95, A House96, the Golden 

Horde97, the Fountainhead98, and Something Happens.99 

 

Around 1986 to 1992, McGonagle’s became primarily a metal venue, hosting heavy metal, 

crossover, thrash, and hardcore acts, such as Suicidal Tendencies100, Death101, Sabbat102, 
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Saxon103, Carcass104, D.R.I.105, Gang Green106, Morbid Angel107, Decide108, Paradise Lost109, 

Mordred110, Massacre111, Xentrix112, Sacred Reich113, Acid Reign114, and more. It was also a 

space for big acts such as Ozzy Osbourne115 and Def Leppard116 to perform intimate gigs. 

 

However, it was by no means only metal music that was hosted at the venue in those years. 

Legendary hip hop group Public Enemy played the club in 1988.117 Also in 1988, post-

hardcore indie darlings Fugazi played McGonagle’s on their first European tour, and would 

end up playing three shows for three consecutive years at the venue, between then and 

1990.118 In 1990, the influential noise rock group Sonic Youth made their Irish debut at the 

venue, supported by the Scottish power pop band Teenage Fanclub.119 In 1991, the venue 

would host the Massachusetts alt-rock band Dinosaur Jr.120, and the crazy, experimental punk 

band Nomeansno.121 In August 1991, about a month before the release of their seminal 

sophomore album Nevermind, Nirvana supported Sonic Youth on their European tour, 

making their Irish debut on that tour’s first date at Sir Henry’s in Cork,122 a tour famously 
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documented in Dave Markey’s film 1991: The Year Punk Broke.123 The following November, 

the band started a headlining tour of Europe to support Nevermind, which was to include a 

sold out date at McGonagle’s on December 10th; however, the band cancelled the Irish and 

Scandinavian legs of that tour, in order to go home and rest after extensive touring.124 The 

band would make their Irish headlining debut the following June, playing to a sold out, 

8,000-capacity Point Depot.125 McGonagle’s also hosted popular British indie and alternative 

acts at that time, including EMF126, the La’s127, Levellers128, James129, Ride130, Carter the 

Unstoppable Sex Machine131, Loop132, the Godfathers133, Silverfish134, Ned’s Atomic 

Dustbin135, and Curve.136 Additionally, the venue also hosted early concerts by future popular 

British acts, such as Blur137, the Prodigy138, Manic Street Preachers139, and Therapy?140 
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After McGonagle’s, the venue morphed into the short-lived System nightclub, ran by Martin 

Ryan, who got caught in the crosshairs of an organised crime investigation, despite 

innocence.141 In the early 2000s, a £20 million project began on South Anne Street to attract 

retailers, as it is attached to the major shopping street Grafton Street.142 The plan was to turn 

the former McGonagle’s site into a boutique hotel, which didn’t eventuate.143 In 2016, the 

site became the Magistorium, a ‘dinner and show’ music club, that focused on traditional 

music and jazz.144 By 2017, it became the spot for the Number Twenty Two nightclub, which 

still exists to this day.145 
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