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Deconstructing Trent Reznor


Trent Reznor--better known as Nine Inch Nails--is at an artistic crossroads.  Despite its distinctly non-mainstream sound, Reznor’s music received near unanimous critical acclaim and commercial success throughout the 90‘s.  However, too much had changed in rock music between his 1994 opus The Downward Spiral and its follow-up five years later, resulting in The Fragile’s relative commercial failure.   Reznor’s direction had always been uninhibited by mainstream trends, but some notable contradictions may indicate a change of heart.  As an elder statesman in the world of rock, Reznor must decide whether to shamelessly repeat himself, depleting every ounce of his once unparalleled integrity and esteem, or allow himself to mature musically and lyrically, undeterred by outside pressures.  He is, after all, in his musical puberty, a critical point of reckoning and maturation many artists never reach in their career.  As someone who has proven himself intelligent and sensible, passionate about music and jaded toward the culture of celebrity and pop charts, Trent Reznor must bury his fading popularity from his mind and boldly step into a new and permanent reality of complete artistic sincerity.


Most people formed their impression of Trent Reznor after hearing him sing the words “I wanna fuck you like an animal” in his 1994 hit “Closer.”  Before this infamous single, however, Reznor had already enjoyed five years of phenomenal concert reviews, platinum record sales, and MTV glory.  Nine Inch Nails, a name that implies a band but is in fact a one-man project, began as an idea in 1988.  Remarkably, in an age of hair metal stardom and disposable pop, Reznor started NIN because he views music as art.  He had grown up a true music lover, educated in classical piano, saxophone, and other instruments, while simultaneously idolizing rock artists like David Bowie, Pink Floyd, Joy Division, and Kiss.  He spent most of the 80’s either playing in local bands or engineering at recording studios for whomever was scheduled for that day, whether they were bubblegum pop, smooth R&B, or punk rock.  Before finding success as a solo artist, he was a keyboardist and background singer in fluff bands and a janitor at a Cleveland studio.  He used his duel job as an engineer and janitor to finance and arrange for his own overnight recording sessions.

From this humble background, Reznor certainly did not begin his musical career with a rock star attitude when writing and recording NIN’s debut album, Pretty Hate Machine. 


Truth be told, Reznor is somewhat shy.  This initially precluded him from writing song lyrics.  In interviews, he has talked about trying to emulate the political, self-aggrandizing lyrics of bands like The Clash and ultimately feeling embarrassed by the results.  After trashing these lyrics, he turned to his personal journal and extracted entries too private to show anyone he knew.  Somehow, these intensely personal lyrics stuck with the songs, creating a formula that has stayed with Reznor throughout his career.


The lyrics, however, have always been the biggest criticism of Reznor’s songs.  Song lyrics are very subjective, and while their meaning often overrides any technical shortcomings, such things as forced rhyme and lack of insight make them open to criticism.  Despite the fact that Reznor’s lyrics resonate deeply with his fans, critics typically do not regard him as a great lyricist.  Some of the lyrics on The Fragile stand out as particularly clumsy: "Underneath it all / We feel so small / The heavens fall / But still we crawl" (“The Way Out Is Through”); “Shedding skin succumb defeat / This machine is obsolete” (“Somewhat Damaged”).  A lot of the song titles are awkward just by themselves: “I'm Looking Forward To Joining You, Finally”, “Ripe (With Decay)”, “The Big Come Down.”  Reznor freely admits that the words typically came last, or, again, originated from writing he did not intend to apply to his songs.  Unfortunately, it’s all too apparent on The Fragile that the words were usually an afterthought to the melody.  This brought down an otherwise brilliant album.


Fortunately, since The Fragile, Reznor has written at least one lyrically brilliant song: “And All That Could Have Been,” a little known b-side to the new live album.  This is the lyrical direction I see the matured and wiser Trent Reznor heading toward.  While maintaining the dramatic style of songwriting he is clearly fond of, Reznor expresses himself with a poetic profundity, crafting lyrics clearer and prettier than any song he’s released on past albums.  Stanzas such as “Breeze still carries the sound / Maybe I'll disappear / Tracks will fade in the snow / You won't find me here” show a careful and deliberate approach to writing that no doubt will permeate other new songs.  I think Reznor has finally learned that he cannot rush songwriting or apply words haphazardly from other sources.


Musically, however, I am braced for something quite different from his most recent music.  “And All That Could Have Been” and the four new instrumentals on the obscure 2002 EP Still are beautiful and organic.  This is because they are cannibalized from unfinished songs recorded during the Fragile sessions two-and-a-half years ago.  According to the small number of scattered interviews this year and last, NIN currently has a more aggressive, minimalist, synthesizer-driven sound.  This is not a major departure for Reznor, as his music has always been rooted in keyboards, drum machines, and Mac software.  In addition, Nothing, the record label he has owned and operated for the last ten years, has put out albums from experimental European recording acts Einsturzende Neubauten, Meat Beat Manifesto, and Squarepusher, among others.  He has also toured with aggressive electronica groups like Atari Teenage Riot, Ministry, and Skinny Puppy.  In light of this, the style of his new album makes complete sense.  Reznor always justifies his musical evolution with each unbelievable album.


What I am concerned with is his role as a mainstream artist.  Reznor has managed to find massive success while never quite fitting in with the mainstream.  The ubiquitous hit “Closer” was a tongue-in-cheek Prince homage that no one expected to be played alongside mainstays like Nirvana and Pearl Jam.  Somehow the song penetrated the wall of grunge anthems and compelled millions of people to purchase The Downward Spiral.  Before that, he had released an industrial/metal mini-album called Broken, the last thing anyone, especially his record label, expected him to do after the massive success of the gothic synth-pop debut Pretty Hate Machine and its big hit “Head Like A Hole.”  Reznor has confounded expectations not only because he despises the cookie-cutter, fad-driven notion of music stardom, but also because his albums show that he is uninterested in current trends in music.


On the other hand, two soundtrack songs, while seemingly isolated cases, may illustrate a very latent and suppressed desire to “fit in.”  The first glimpse at this side of Reznor came in the form of “The Pefect Drug,” the only NIN single released between 1995 and 1998.  This track capitalizes on the drum ‘n’ bass craze that had begun to infiltrate the mainstream during the mid-90’s, not in small part due to Nothing’s American pressings of albums by artists such as Luke Vibert (under the name Plug), Autechre, and Plaid.  While musically unimpressive compared to artists who make drum ‘n’ bass exclusively, “The Perfect Drug” helped catapult the genre onto modern rock radio and made NIN fans rethink their stubborn resistance to music outside of alternative rock and industrial.  For this, and for the gorgeous piano ending to the song, I respect Reznor for creating the track.  However, I still wonder if he wore his influences a little too far up on his sleeve for this one.  Along with its remixes, “The Perfect Drug” remains the sole excursion into pure drum ‘n’ bass in the NIN catalogue.


The second song Reznor has put out that made me think twice about his musical direction was his contribution to the Tomb Raider movie soundtrack, “Deep.”  I’ve convinced myself that this was released purely to finance Nothing Studios, where he and artists on his roster record.  Unlike “The Perfect Drug,” which is actually a great song, this one is unapologetically horrendous.  Instead of mimicking a burgeoning underground scene, Reznor literally recycles himself.  Elements of songs on The Fragile were changed just slightly and pieced together to form the backing track.  The singing boasts my least favorite NIN lyrics ever, infuriating me with a chorus that repeats the word “deep” ad nauseam.  Most hardcore fans hated the song and it failed to spark any interest in NIN among new listeners.  Although it was one of two lead singles on a blockbuster film soundtrack and had a music video, this song has mercifully proven very forgettable.


These two songs are the only major inconsistencies with Reznor’s relentlessly artistic pursuit to making great music.  Whether you like them or not, when listening to his albums you cannot help but notice both his innovative and original style, and the amount of work that must have gone into the creation of each song.  While every album so far has sounded markedly different from its predecessor as well as other artists, they all sound like they were made by a musician who fit into the now defunct 90’s rock movement.  Here lies the crossroads where Reznor must choose either the difficult but rewarding path or the quick and cheap way out.  


By the time The Fragile was released, Reznor had become an elder in the arena of rock stardom.  Unlike his 90’s peers, he neither retired nor purposely dropped out of the mainstream in order to further pursue his art.  Instead he made the mistake of pretending nothing had changed since we last heard from him.  Not only were some of The Fragile’s clichéd, angst-fueled lyrics inexcusable, the live show--despite its critical acclaim--proved at times embarrassing.  That is not to suggest they couldn’t play; Trent’s live band was astounding, making Fragility 2.0 his best tour yet in terms of the musicians’ skill and finesse, not to mention the spectacular lighting and innovative video backdrops.  The problem was the band members were too old and musically sophisticated to be dressed in flour-stained black outfits, faces occasionally accented with makeup.  The over-the-top get-up and instrument smashing just came off too forced and exhausted, twelve years into NIN‘s successful and respected career.


Today Trent Reznor is 37.  Currently involved in a multitude of projects-- including a collaboration with abstract techno artist Richard Devine and a super-group featuring Maynard James Keenan of Tool--Reznor is not retiring from music for years to come, if ever.  Mirroring a prominent lyrical motif of his, Reznor has come too far to give up.  In my opinion, with his artistic ambitiousness, unrivaled production talent, and musical ingenuity, he can no longer play himself down to a popular audience who care nothing about artistry.  Reznor must remain distant and distinct from the mainstream his music has always eschewed.  In recent interviews, Reznor has mentioned getting into Radiohead for the first time, having bought Kid A and later Amnesiac.  He has commented on their artistic maturity, and I’m sure the parallel to his own position in rock music was not lost on him.  As Reznor is a fan of bands with even less mainstream appeal than Radiohead--such as acts on the electronica and hip-hop label 75 Ark--I feel confident that Reznor will no longer restrict himself to a popular audience.  Following this path, it is a good possibility that, like his peers Radiohead and Tool, he will always be able to achieve respectable sales without ever compromising his creativity or integrity.



