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Behemothic, colossal, elephantine, enormous, gigantic, hulking, humongous, immense, jumbo, king-sized, mammoth, massive, mighty, monumental, monstrous, planetary, stupendous, titanic, towering, vast, whopping Just how big are Muse going to be in 2005? Words fail us...

NME: these Earl's Court gigs are a launch pad, yes? But a launch pad to where?
Matt: Haha! We're going to be the next Bon Jovi. We're going to be the next kind of sad old stadium rockers (starts screeching 'Wanted Dead Or Alive' by Bon Jovi which NMe now has a digital recording of we might add) I think that’s where we're headed, big stadium videos, lighters aloft, long hair and maybe wearing cowboy boots I don’t know

NME: Just how big can you see this getting?
Matt: hahahhaha! I think as a live band we're moving forward you know? I think that’s a good thing, that we're not afraid to experiment with the show and experiment with what's possible. And I think one day we could end up getting a full cast in, getting stage sets, dividing the show into scenes. I'd like to do a full musical, getting the full orchestra in, getting full choir, the full dancers. I'd be interested to see whether that's possible. But i think we'll have to go much further that where we are now to get to that point.

The Muse musical! What would the story be about?
It would be about the story of a lone ranger, some kind of weird futuristic lone ranger type, travelling round the world, waiting to save the world for the end of the world and the destruction of everything. It'd be to do with saving the world, definately.
Year and a half ago, Muse released their third album 'absolution'. The best thing they had ever done by about a thousand million light years and one which fired the heavy weapons at the glass ceiling restricting how much rock'n'roll was allowed to stand for. As a measurement of what's changed since, consider that we are now able to stomach a MTV punk protest rock opera from Green Day, a snotty-nosed Camdenite called Johnny who reckons he's more talented than Dylan looks to be getting away with it, and the new album from The Mars Volta has one song on it that is 70 mins long, but will still be a massive hit.

We've come along way in the last 12 months and rock 'n' roll has become infinitely more delicious and ridiculous place for it. But in Aug 2003 we still had a fair way to go to catch up with Muse and their guitar techno suites (Stockholm syndrome) boulder metal (Hysteria) and sci-fi love hyms (falling away.....) Sure they went to No1 in a bunch of countries but the scale of their ambition was too much for the High Council For Defining Of Zeitgeist to handle in the year of 'elephant'. Muse was a band that required stomach and indie in 2003 belonged to skinng white boys. A band known for amusing themselves by travelling on jet packs and making percussion instruments out of left over from the abattoir just weren't really...welcome

But they end this year as rock's ultimate champions after stealing the summers festivals, amking 300,000 albums worth of inoads into america and being the only British band to recive the fast-track ticket to the big time that is winning an award from MTV europe for best alternative act. Muse have reshaped the year in their own image and this week they cap it with what will be Brit-rocks biggest spectacular in years. Two nights in Earls Court and 36,000 lives to change. Final proof that after years of being our best live band they are now our biggest. There have even been plans to be the first to use a new-fangled, beyond surround-sound system that had to be nixed because it hadn't been properly invented yet.

"There are problems with the design and stuff" says matt. "I'm not sure we can pull iot off to be honest. But our sound guy and PA Company basically bottled out of it. We had this idea and they said yes initially but then they got nervous" Just like them to have ideas so big that even science can't keep up. But before we have any more ridiculous conversations about Muse, let's remember the journey they spent getting here. Because this lift-off comes as a climax to one of the most hair-raising rock stories of the year. and at times its been all-too bruisingly real.

You could almost see the cogs turning in people's heads on Sunday night at Glastonbury. Up until that second that the opening chimes of Hysteria ripped open the sky, a lot of otherwise intelligent people scoffed at the idea of booking Muse as a headline act. They might have been a stadium level band but by that point they and their fans were a self-sufficient organisation that the media pegged down as moody teenagers with a Dungeons and Dragons role-playing fixation, and to the passing punter...well they weren’t quite Oasis and McCartney were they now?

"We really like putting on bands at that level sometimes" says festival organiser Emily Eavis. "Where we really feel that they'll be able to pull it off completely? People obviously were a bit ' McCartney, Oasis, Muse?!?' Hmmm but I was like 'You Watch, You watch.' Especially those local radio stations 'You watch!' And it really blew people's minds.

Muse stepped up to the table, pulverised it with a sledge hammer and drove over the shredded timber in a big tank. Laughing. Matt gressed as Jean Michel Jarre came into his own as a space rock sorcerer and the whole thing was blindingly impressive that this immediately became a cool thing to be. Muse being the Uk's best live band ceased to be opinion and became scientific fact. NME reckoned:' If there are songs more expansive than Plug In Baby, B & H and the piano stampede of Apocalypse Please then there is no earthly venue to house them. Even the Times (The Times! ) called it 'the only truly classic performance of the weekend' Not many bands can raise their game to fill such a massive space but Muse were built for it.

"I think it was the best performance of last year" says Emily. "I think it completely blew people's minds everyone in that audience was like 'what is this!?!' And so it was the ultimate booking.

Matt: "I think there was a sense of being underdogs doing it but looking back on it now I think it’s probably one of the best gigs we've ever done. It was definitely the biggest gig of our lives. I was unusually calm before we played. I was really just on the case with the music. I just felt everything that we were doing. I didn't really have any moments of doubt or anything like that. I just felt bloody good!"

Matt's plug in baby had crucified his enemies.

It’s pointless to try and make any sense out of what happened afterwards when, minutes after seeing his son play the show of his life, drummer Dominic’s father Bill Howard died suddenly on-site. But what is clear was the honour and bravery with which they handled themselves afterwards.

“We cancelled one show,” says Dominic. “It was just something we’d talked about that I wanted to go out and play. I was down in Devon with my family at this tragic time, and it’s difficult to know what to say, what to do with yourself, how you’re gonna move forward. But the key point is to move forward and find some positively somewhere, and my only way of doing that was doing what I enjoy doing, and that’s playing. I was unsure whether to do it. But my family and my friends, my close friends around at the time were advising me to go away and do it. And those first few gigs were difficult and very strange.”

“It’s the old cliché that you don’t know what you’ve got until it’s possibly gone,” says Matt. “We went back to what it was like to be young again and appreciate the chance to be onstage and feel the basics. We took it back to the real basics of why you want to be in a band.”

Was it not enough to have endured such personal tragedy so publicly, they’ve also survived violent setbacks? On the day of their first US show in four years (a dispute with their American label had meant ‘Origin of Symmetry’ had never been released over there), Matt smashed up his face with his own guitar. January’s Big Day Out saw them survive the patronage of Lars Ulrich, and on the summer’s Cure-curetted Curiosa tour, an aftershow footie match saw bass player Chris Wolstenholme colliding with Dan Fisher from The Cooper Temple Clause. With four days to go until two headline slots at the V Festival, they managed to teach The Streets’ bass player Morgan Nicholls the entire set and steal that festival as well.

“I’ll tell you what it is,” says Matt. “I think that when things like that happen to you, it can touch a band in two different ways, it can make you fall apart or it can make you go, ‘This means everything to me. I’m not gonna let anything stop it.’ I think the fact that the two things happened so seriously, it made us all realise how important it actually is, the music that we make.”

The last time a British band stood over this kind of abyss, with immortality surely theirs if only they dared to jump, they were called Radiohead. After ‘OK Computer’, they had the chance to become godlike, immortal, more than a rock band. Instead they got scared and made the deliberately oblique ‘Kid A’. Even though that record initially backfired on them by making them bigger, they retreated even further from the flame by ripping off the Warp back catalogue and ceasing to write in sentences.

Muse now find themselves staring into that same abyss. If they choose to accept the challenge, they could become astronomically enormous. They have already reinstated the honour and adventure that plenty of us thought British rock had lost forever. And what’s dangerous is the thought of where they might go next.

“Matthew’s such a talented individual,” says Korda Marshall, now head of Warner UK and the man who signed them, “I think he could go in many different directions. He could make his ‘Mingus’ by Joni Mitchell, her jazzy one – he could easily go left and make a ‘Kid A’, or he could go and make ‘Physical Graffiti’ by Led Zeppelin. He’s got the talent to do either. It’s a wonderful position for him to be in, but he and all three of them have worked really, really hard for seven years now.”

At which point we tempt fate by second-guessing the new songs they might play. They’re mindful of a jinx that when they play new songs live early on they always turn out badly, but they’ll almost definitely play some anyway. So far, early sketches for album number four include ‘Church of the SubGenious’ – named after the weirdo slacker cult – plus one song that definitely goes even further than ‘Butterflies and Hurricanes’. “I’m not quite sure how we’re going to record it,” splutters Matt. “It’s a new category of epicness!”

Then there’s the small matter of him telling everyone who’ll listen in the last year that their new songs with sound like The Strokes.

“Nah, the new new stuff sounds like Calexico! It sounds like epic country. It sounds like a man riding a horse…”

Dom: “…playing the trumpet.”

“Yeah, the track I’m most proud of at the moment, it does,” continues Matt. “It sounds like a man riding on a horse, playing a trumpet. In Mexico. And then being shot by bandits. There’s a little bit of that coming through. A little bit of Kill Bill coming in.”

But, really, The Strokes?

“It’s, you know, ‘melodic kind of vibes’,” laughs Matt. “We’d never say it sounds like The Strokes now in a million years. What we do sounds nothing like that and it never will to anyone, but it’s a little bit like that. There’s a little bit of flamenco, Tex-Mex guitar… that sort of thing has always been there, but we’ve never found a way to bring it out properly. The Tom Waits thing as well. There’s a few things knocking around.”

Muse will doubtless have the last laugh. After all, there are forces at work here that are bigger and mightier than any of us. Bigger than even than these three men can control.

