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KTV Tip #2: Elect Yourself  DJ 
– If  you don’t take charge, someone 
else will. And that someone might 
choose Nickelback. 

In Japanese, karaoke means 
‘empty orchestra’, and even an empty 
orchestra needs a conductor. It’s 
considered bad form to nominate 
oneself, so it’s best to make them 
think it was their idea. If  you don’t 
know how to make people do what 
you want by tricking them into 
thinking your idea was their idea, 
well, that’s a different column. 

Ask your team to write down 
their song requests so you can 
distribute them throughout the 
playlist. Someone will ask if  they 
can search the computer for ideas, 
but surrendering control could prove 
disastrous since that person will 
select ten straight songs only he 
wants, the musical equivalent of  a 
30-minute awkward silence. 

KTV Tip #3: Master the Mix of  
Tempo and Punctuation – Keep the 
energy level up, or people will leave 
before your big number, the one that 
guarantees you won’t go home alone.

A playlist should rise and fall, but 
after mastering tempo don’t neglect 
to punctuate the evening with a mix 
of  solos, duets, group sing-a-longs, 
musical era leaps and impressions 
and jarring juxtapositions. 

Impressions should trend towards 
famously memorable voices like the 
Bee Gees, Elvis or Roy Orbison while 
avoiding higher-risk imitations like 
someone in the room.  

Save your best jarring 
juxtaposition for the end of  the 
evening. My favorite combination is 
a syrupy duet of  Air Supply’s ‘All 
Out of  Love’ followed by a furious 
rendition of  Rage Against the 
Machine’s ‘Killing in the Name’.

KTV Tip #4: Discourage Sincerity 
– You may sing with your eyes closed 
in the shower, but you can’t do it here. 

Don’t force me to feel emotion 
– I’ve got work in the 
morning. Press ‘skip’ 
any time someone starts 
with a dedication to 
anyone deceased.

KTV Tip #5: Pick 
Popular Songs – You’re 
already at KTV; it’s too 
late to pretend to be a 
music snob. 

Stick with guilty 
pleasures and flat, tuneless singers 
that everyone sounds good singing 
along with, like REM’s ‘Losing My 
Religion’ or Oasis’ ‘Wonderwall’. 
Don’t take too many chances on 
obscure artists while trying to 
establish your audiophile credentials 
because everyone here is drunk and 
nobody cares and we’re sick of  you 
forcing us to ‘get’ your music and 
we always talk about it behind your 
back, Todd.

There is so much more to KTV 
I could teach you, but this is a 
good start. Or maybe you should 
just invite me along, but don’t be 
surprised when you think it’s your 
idea to ask me to sort the playlist.
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When mankind has exhaled 
its last breath and the final 
definitive history of  the 

world is written, I suspect the section 
on karaoke will be fairly short.

This would be a mistake, because 
studying awkward co-workers 
drunkenly bonding over a tone-
deaf  rendition of  Lady Gaga’s ‘Bad 
Romance’ would tell aliens a lot more 
about what it means to be human 
than a study of  the anti-climatic Cold 
War. I’m sure alien children would sit 
up straighter in Humanity 101 when 
they learn that in the Philippines 
KTVers were murdered on six 
different occasions immediately 
after singing the song ‘My Way’. To 
Filipinos KTV is deathly serious – no 
surprise, considering the country’s 
chief  export is cover bands.

For years I’ve been writing a 
doctoral thesis on KTV, but I’m not 
sure where to submit it since high-
minded academics have long scoffed 
at the study of  karaoke, relegating 
it to the category of  pseudo-science, 
like fortune-telling or world history. 
Can you believe there is no Oxford 
School of  Karaoke? No KTV Theory 
101 prerequisite at Harvard? 

I just wish these academics would 
spend a night karaoke-ing with me, 
because after years of  study I’ve got 
KTV down to a science.

KTV Tip #1: Choose Your Team 
Wisely – We can’t all be stars; 
otherwise, who would be doing all of  
the applauding? 

A friend once told me she hated 
KTV based on one bad experience. 
This shouldn’t have 
been a surprise 
because the team 
she assembled was 
made up of  five 
wet blankets who 
wouldn’t know a 
good time if  it bit 
them in the ass. Don’t 
invite friends who 
take themselves too 
seriously. Also, don’t have friends 
who take themselves too seriously. 

Your ideal KTV team should be 
balanced between the following 
three profiles: 1. Karaoke Idols. 
Charismatic performers who crave 
the spotlight. 2. George Harrisons. 
Those who never complain about 
mic time and are happy to sing 
back-up in return for a rare solo. 3. 
Groupies. Those content to sit in the 
background, mouth the words and 
admire the stars, like that guy in 
The Black Eyed Peas who doesn’t 
sing, rap or play an instrument, or 
write songs. Maybe he gives great 
massages. Maybe when they formed 
he was the only one with a garage.

Pick popular 
songs – you’re at 
KTV, it’s too late 

to be a snob

Paul Johnson on the precise science of KTV. 
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