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If you run a major record label and want your artist played on Total Request Live, MTV’s enormously popular afternoon video countdown, here’s some advice for you: DON’T GO OVER THE AUDIENCE’S HEAD.  There are some simple guidelines that I will detail through the course of this article.  The main rule is not to expose the average TRL viewer’s limited intelligence, cultural ignorance, and disdain for art.  They really hate that.  If you insist on going against the grain and inserting some kind of meaning, heaven forbid, to your promo, at least make it simple enough for the audience to grasp.  If you complicate things with any references outside of the limited experience of today’s MTV junkie, your label and artist will be scorned and never given another precious opportunity again.


Here are some topics your video SHOULD cover.  If your artist is a girl, I’m sorry, I don’t care if she’s your own daughter, you have to make it a flesh show.  Even if she’s plain looking, you’ve got to work it.  Tons of makeup, designer clothing, explicit body language, sexy moves that would make an exotic dancer blush, gorgeous background dancers and co-stars, lush locales.  Whatever it takes.  There is no getting around it: whether your product is rap, “authentic” rock music, pop, “Latin” flavored R&B, your girl has got to look good.  Also, unless her name’s Madonna or Janet, give up on your female artists over 25 ever being on TRL.  It’s a pipe dream, man.


If your artist’s a dude then you have a bit of a choice.  If your singer or group are angry and have an established fan base, you can get away with putting their ugly mugs in a video--although don’t expect miracles.  Ideally, like your girl singer, your guys have to be good looking.  They don’t have to be ravishing but at least don’t let them look completely repulsive.  I promise you, if your guy singer is even remotely attractive then you’re doing well because girls who watch and attend TRL will develop a crush on anyone.  Even their ugly-ass VJ’s are getting mobbed by hordes of girls.  To develop that sex appeal, I recommend taking a couple measures: ice and sexy co-stars.  If your artist is blinged out, it’s a status symbol.  Whether it’s true or not (and depending on how much you’re pimping these artists in their contracts, it’s probably not), ice makes your musician a star because it portrays his supposed wealth, fame, and luxurious lifestyle.  (By the way, in case you’re a little behind on your Billboard Magazine, ice means flashy jewelry.)  Another way to portray your average looking (he can even be fat and hairy; look at Drowning Pool, Saliva, Limp Bizkit, Korn, et cetera; I know what I’m talking about here) is by hiring a hot co-star.  If you can afford it, pick an actress or model.  Not only will it make a subconscious impression on the minds of both the male and female viewer, it’ll generate mad buzz about your artist.  This is great for generating record sales.


If you foolishly insist on making a concept video, however, at least heed the advice I have for you.  I want to make it clear that concept videos really only work if your artist’s already hot and the TRL viewers care about his, her, or their personal lives.  If your artist’s new, don’t you dare try to weasel your way onto TRL with a concept video.  The kids don’t get it, they don’t like it, they don’t want to see it ever again.  Simply put, without a vested interest in the artist, conceptual music videos mean squat to the MTV junkie.  I recently set some time aside from my busy schedule to jot down some notes on recent TRL videos that have struck a chord with the audience.  Some are concept videos from huge acts, but others are more ambiguous/meaningless clips that let the viewer decide for himself what, if anything, the video “means,” and don’t make their little heads think too much.


I consulted my twenty-something nephews about some of their favorite groups (mostly college radio garbage) and watched their recent videos.  As a measuring stick, I will describe what happens in these clips so you know what NOT TO DO.  I mean, unless you DON’T want to sell your product.  If you’re happy shifting 30,000 units, knock yourself out, but for the rest of you I’m sure my comparisons will be of major interest.


The first videos I want you to take a gander at deal with the main objective to making a successful video: being sexy.  You’ve probably already seen the new clip by Christina Aguilera, “Dirrty” (another marketing tip: intentionally misspelling words is way cool with the high school drop-out crowd).  My friends, this video lives up to its name.  Originally her label was going to hire an actual porno director to handle the film but after that scandal over Michael Jackson’s benefit single, we in the industry have been shying away from adult film directors more and more.  We decided to train one of the most popular video directors (I forget his name but his shit always does well on TRL) by forcing him to watch hours and hours of porn, even Asian hardcore.  We wanted that raw, filthy edge in the video and since our little Christina is FINALLY of age, we want to break new grounds on what can be shown on MTV.  Yes, I’m talking chaps over red panties, folks.  They made all the right moves in “whore-iffying” our former Disney pop princess, from the nasty, dirty dreads, to the raccoon eyes, to thugged out nose piercings.  She looks like she’s ready to GET DOWN, do you know what I mean?


As for the content of the video, I can’t remember if a script was written.  I remember an associate telling me about hiring a scout to look up sex fetishes that could be thrown randomly into the video, you know, to make that subconscious effect.  We’ve got your bondage, spanking, lesbianism, foxy boxing, polygamy, and underage girl needs all taken care of.  And because this is the first video from the label’s cash cow in almost a year, they wanted to create a big buzz.  To do that, they also threw in some just plain weird shit.  While Christina’s stripping her clothes off and shaking her ass (and singing), there’re lots of freaky looking club goers dancing wildly among female body builders and midgets, pretty much any freak you can think of.  They have whole agencies for these circus performers, I can give you their contact info if you’re interested.  Also, to make the video real grimy, they ripped off some old “Nine Inch Nails”(?) video on some snuff film that band did, like, ten years ago.  The person who saw it said that basically the band was performing in some underground steel cage with hordes of people from above and below reaching their arms out trying to get to the band members.  They took this idea and made it actually watchable by putting Christina in a boxing ring surrounded by people who want to get in the ring and grind with her.  It’s pretty chaotic.  


The whole video is actually rather jarring: it’s essentially a string of random kinky or bizarre scenes, which perfectly matches the song.  Not to get off on a tangent, but they had a hard time getting the singer to record a hit.  Apparently some other artists convinced her to go out on a limb and make “art” or something.  The record’s flawed, man, it has some real unacceptable tracks.  This sounds like something they forced her to do.  The melody’s pretty weak, with lots of dissonant stressed syllables, not very fun for everyday people to sing.  The track was basically recycled from some old song by Redman, who they paid a ton of money in order to get him on the song and the video.  The director did a great job, though, it actually looks like Redman’s having a lot of fun with all the freaks.  Anyway, that’s the Christina video for you: sex, shock, and schlock.


My nephews told me about this rap group I had never heard of before.  They’re called The Roots and they’re on MCA.  The first problem with them is they’re black.  It doesn’t take a genius to see that we’re bleaching the whole hip-hop genre to appeal to as many people as possible.  Their being black wouldn’t be so bad if their songs were really catchy and they did hot collaborations.  This brings me to MCA’s next problem: this group thinks they’re underground and that it’s cool to actually play INSTRUMENTS(?!) and rap at the same time.  I guess their label doesn’t want to inform them that they’re signed to a major and that that shit doesn’t sell.  Apparently they STILL haven’t learned, so don’t expect their albums to go platinum.  As I said, though, I’m bringing these other artists up only as an interesting counterpoint to my advice.


Their new album, Phrenology (“brain science,” I think), is coming out this month and they’ve actually done their label a favor by releasing an R&B single.  My nephews say they won a Grammy a few years back for their first foray into R&B, a collaboration with that weird black lady who wears head wraps, Erykah Badu.  I guess the label realized The Roots’ potential for doing better than breaking even on production costs for their albums and ordered a sequel.  The track is called “Break U Off” and features “neo-soul” star Musiq, who’s apparently friends with the band in real life.  Basically the song’s about fucking some other dude’s girlfriend, and, in a smart move, the label decided to make the video actually follow that story.


The video’s pretty slick.  The rapper of the group, some guy with the unfortunate name Black Thought (talk about a marketing nightmare!), is looking handsome in designer shades and a sexy ride.  He spots this fly honey walking around in the ghetto or whatever.  He flashes a cool smile and the girl reciprocates.  Pretty soon he’s writing down her digits with her revealed shoulder blade as a flat surface while she cocks her face toward him and watches.  Then the director cuts to a shot of the whole group playing the song, which is kind of off-putting since it’s a rap video and rap songs aren’t supposed to be performed by live bands.  The R&B--I mean, neo-soul--singer Musiq then enters the picture to sing the smooth chorus outside of an apartment that Black Thought is now entering.  The two vocalists exchange glances until Musiq is placated with a foxy brown honey of his own.  Most of the rest of the video is some freaky-ass sex stuff between Black Thought and the girl he was macking on.  The director had to make a “sanitized for BET” version because shit was just too damn explicit.  Hell, even I was getting all hot and bothered and I hate music videos. Toward the end of the video, the girl’s big old boyfriend busts in while she and Thought are getting it on.  Next we see the boyfriend sitting on a bed looking at an old photo of himself with his girlfriend, mirroring the opening seconds of the video with the only difference being he’s in a motel, which the cops then break into.  We don’t see the rap guy again so it’s surmised that he met his maker.  Broken off, indeed!


Working against this video is the fact that it follows a narrative.  It’s not five minutes of dancing girls in skimpy clothing.  Although there’s a ton of explicit footage in the clip, there are only two girls and they’re having one-on-one relations with the song’s two vocalists.  In other words, the viewer has to actually put his MIND to it if he wants to be a part of it.  He can’t just stare at wobbling breasts and fat asses voyeuristically.  The next problem is, let’s face it, everyone in this video is black as hell.  This is definitely a BET video.  I can’t see TRL touching it.  Maybe if the group hooked up with some white girls it could cross over, but as it is, sorry.  So keep that in mind if your label still promotes black rappers.


This brings me to my next subject, and oh, what a good one it is: white rap.  I think we all know who reenergized this huge market: one Marshall Mathers, better known to millions as the lovable cutie pie with the bad boy image, Eminem.  Usually his videos are goofy and adorable, a big hit with all crowds and highly memorable.  His label has also been successful to a lesser degree with token “angry man” videos in which he pretends to lash out at the music industry that has made him a multi-millionaire and a household name.  His new song, for the soundtrack to his film 8 Mile, apparently required a bit of a risk.  In “Lose Yourself,” Eminem raps through the voice of his movie character, Rabbit, which means he can’t be his typical crazy self in videos.  My nephews pointed out that this perspective pretty much puts him back to where he was in the mid-90’s, before he was signed to Dr. Dre’s Interscope imprint Aftermath.  One of my nephews even recited some lyric by another white rapper, Evidence of some group called Dilated Peoples, that he said is pertinent.  I wrote it down.  From the internet bootleg song “Search For Bobby Fisher:” “I know what it is, you envy what you hate / I'm what you used to be, you was me in ninety-eight / Hungry for props, and ready to rock.”


True enough, the video matches the lyrics.  Eminem is dressed like a poorer street thug than the one he usually portrays in publicity photos and music videos.  He’s in a grimy bathroom staring at himself in the mirror (NB: Great way to keep the teenage girls interested!) as he raps a song he’s about to perform before a fickle crowd.  He has that same attractive face, only to match the movie he appears younger and, as my nephew would interject, “hungrier” for “props,” as opposed to jaded and apathetic.  In case the whole TRL audience isn’t buying this get-up, the video quickly jumps back to standard fare by cutting to clips of the movie, then picturing Eminem driving a blinged out vehicle to his large house.


Come to think of it, this brings up a good point.  Be careful with blatant contradiction in your videos.  Although the TRL viewers won’t catch on, some magazines and internet geek web sites will tear apart a video if they notice major inconsistencies.  This bad publicity often has a snowball effect which could significantly dampen sales.  In “Lose Yourself,” we have the problem of the luxurious house and vehicle for a character who supposedly living in poverty.  In addition, no underground rapper would be singing melodic backup to his own rap as Eminem does with simple “dit-do-do-do” pop stuff here.  Furthermore, labels need to police their artists’ lyrics.  A line in “Lose Yourself” goes: “These ho's don't want him no mo', he's cold product.”  Don’t let artists subliminally refer to their own imminent demise.


Conversely we have another white rapper, this one by the name of El-P.  El-P and Eminem perfectly portray “real” and contrived white boy rap.  I use the expression “real” loosely because I haven’t met El-P, I only know his reputation among fans as being down to earth, true to himself, and fiercely anti-industry.  Eminem and El-P share in common not just their race and career choice but also the fact that they rap, produce, AND run their own labels.  Again, regarding authenticity, El-P’s label actually is an independent (Def Jux), whereas Eminem’s is mostly just a logo on the back of a CD (Shady Records is a subsidiary of Aftermath which is a subsidiary of Interscope).


El-P put out some obscure-ass video for the single “Deep Space 9mm” from his recent solo debut.  Like “Lose Yourself,” it begins with city scenery before the vocals kick in.  We soon see El-P riding in the back of a New York taxi driven by an Indian or Pakistani immigrant.  This already represents “reality,” which is not what sells albums.  Whereas Eminem is clad in the clothing of urban youth, El-P is not doing himself any favors by dressing like a redneck in a baseball cap with a fish on the front and a black t-shirt.  Totally uncool for a rapper, he looks really worried about something.  Suddenly the cabbie pulls a huge red toy gun out and aims it at El-P while continuing to drive calmly.  El-P takes it in stride, like it’s nothing new.  The remainder of the video follows this model of people pointing the gun at him.  Scenes include: El-P at a bar watching cable news coverage of recent world atrocities through his jaundiced eyes while the barkeep points her gun at him; El-P going into Subway and getting the gun aimed at him while he pays for his fast food; El-P walking into his crib, greeting his homies, entering his bedroom to find a naked woman (half her body filmed from behind) lying there ready for him, just so long as she can stick the big gun at him while they get busy.  The video ends with El-P hopping onto a subway car followed by a troop of Boy Scouts.  They circle him and pass the gun around to whoever is best suited to kill him, as El-P raps “Right here hiding from guns” all the while.  The video, through its surrealist and shocking imagery, contains some crucial political and social commentary, and from a purely objective perspective I thought this was a much better video than “Lose Yourself.”  However, it’s terrible because it goes over the heads of TRL viewers, it contains guns and nudity, and most importantly: MTV junkies prefer CONTRIVED presentations to REAL statements.  Do not allow your artists to make this fatal mistake.


I hope you’ve learned from my wisdom and expertise on this subject.  TRL is a very tricky egg to crack but with these guidelines and the properly fabricated artist you should be able to land yourself a slot with Carson.  If you would like my perspective on the wild antics of Missy Elliott, the baffling art of Bjork, the train wreck perfection of Mariah Carey, and other topics, please don’t hesitate to ask.  My Manhattan address is available on file.

