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Taraji P. Henson and Empire co-creator Lee Daniels
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Empire co-creator Lee Daniels flanked by Terrence Howard and Taraji P. Henson








BIRTH OF AN EMPIRE


For the past decade or so, network television has been in a rut filled with procedural crime dramas, stale three-camera sitcoms, and warmed-over reality shows that are great if you are white and older than fifty (especially if you are a man). Everybody else has been turning to cable networks like AMC and HBO and their prestige dramas, or binge-watching each new offering from streaming services like Netflix, Hulu, or Amazon Prime. The big five TV networks were missing out on a huge, young, diverse audience, and they needed to find a way to tap into it.


Of course, it’s not as if Lee Daniels and Danny Strong were deliberately thinking along those lines when they cooked up Empire. All they wanted to do was bring back the seamy thrills of classic 1980s prime-time soaps like Dynasty and Falcon Crest, but set their story in the modern music world.


As an actor, Danny Strong broke into the industry with a recurring role in the series Saved by the Bell: The New Class, and continued to snap up bit parts in films and TV shows for the next decade. His most notable roles came thanks to big story arcs in Buffy the Vampire Slayer (as one of a trio of gents trying to stir up magical trouble in Sunnydale) and Gilmore Girls (playing Doyle, the Yale Daily News editor and on-again, off-again love interest of the tightly wound Paris). Later, he had a memorable role as one of the creatives working for Sterling Cooper Draper Pryce on Mad Men. All that time, though, he was putting together an impressive résumé of work behind the camera as a screenwriter and producer, including an Emmy for his work on Game Change, the HBO film about John McCain and Sarah Palin’s failed presidential campaign, and a Writers Guild Award for Recount, another cable movie about the controversial and chaotic presidential election of 2000.


The initial idea for Empire came to him, he recalled in an interview for the podcast The Business, as he was driving around Los Angeles one day. “I heard a news story about Puffy, and I just thought, ‘Hip-hop is so cool. That’s what I should do next, something in hip-hop.’ ” From there, his imagination took a historical turn, to the royal intrigues of plays like Shakespeare’s King Lear and James Goldman’s The Lion in Winter. Could he take the dramatic family conflicts of those stories, which pit husbands against wives and sons and daughters against their parents, and transplant them to the contemporary world of hip-hop?


To help him turn this stray idea into a reality, Strong called his friend Lee Daniels, with whom he’d recently worked as the screenwriter for The Butler, the hit historical drama starring Forest Whitaker and Oprah Winfrey. Daniels was enjoying a career high after living through the kind of pull-yourself-up-by-the-bootstraps story that inspires hundreds of people every year to move to Los Angeles in hopes of making a splash in the entertainment industry. Instead of going to film school, the former Philadelphia native had worked his way up the ranks as a manager and a casting director; one of his first big breaks was working with Prince to find actors for music videos and the film Under the Cherry Moon. Eventually, he moved up to producing feature films, including the award-winning dramas Monster’s Ball and The Woodsman. Although his directorial debut, Shadowboxer, didn’t make a big splash, his next project—an adaptation of Sapphire’s novel Push retitled Precious—won awards at Sundance and Cannes and earned him a Best Director nomination at the Academy Awards. (The film’s young lead, Gabourey Sidibe, was also nominated for Best Actress, and her costar Mo’Nique took home the award for Best Supporting Actress.)


After a small critical and commercial setback with the 2012 release of his adaptation of the novel The Paperboy, Daniels returned in a big way with The Butler. Though it didn’t earn the accolades that Precious did, the film earned more than $150 million and nabbed several nominations for Screen Actors Guild and Critics’ Choice Awards. And he felt an immediate kinship with Danny Strong from the moment they began working together. “I think we are kindred spirits artistically,” Strong told Out magazine. “We’re kind of polar opposites in personalities but I think creatively we are kindred spirits. We both like our stories to be entertaining and bombastic but also important and with depth. Neither of us are afraid to go there.”
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Empire co-creator Danny Strong





When Strong approached Daniels with the kernel of an idea for Empire, the screenwriter was initially thinking that it would be another film project for them to work on. Still smarting from the hurdles he’d had to go through to get The Butler off the ground, and wanting to earn a little extra cash this time around, the director suggested they turn this project into a TV series that recreated the dramatic beats of prime-time soaps like Dynasty and Knots Landing.


When they had finished writing the pilot episode, though, Daniels and Strong were unsure whether America was really ready for a show like this. “I felt very similarly to when I walked away from Precious,” Daniels told the Los Angeles Times. “I felt naked; I felt vulnerable. I felt I didn’t know if I want white America seeing this; I didn’t know if I want black America exposed like this. It was an uncomfortable feeling.”


Even with his concerns, Daniels and Strong still had a lot of heat in the industry thanks to the success of The Butler. That was, in part, what helped Brian Grazer agree to lend the juice of his company Imagine Entertainment to the project. Another key factor in Grazer’s decision, as he later told attendees of the Produced By Conference in Los Angeles, was Strong’s description of Empire in the pitch meeting: “Danny gave me the headline of ‘King Lear in the world of hip-hop,’ ” Grazer recalled, “and I knew very little about King Lear, but I did know all about hip-hop.”


As word spread that Daniels and Strong were headed to television and had Imagine backing them, a bidding war broke out over Empire. Fox won, even trumping offers from some cable networks, because, as Daniels said to the Hollywood Reporter, “Most of my relatives can’t afford cable, but they can afford Fox. [And] Fox would let me be me as much as they could let me be me.”


Letting Daniels be Daniels might just be the best decision the network made all year, with dividends nobody had anticipated. From the moment the pilot episode aired on January 7, 2015, Empire immediately bucked every ratings trend imaginable. The show was watched by twice as many women as men, in particular drawing in African American women—who, according to Vulture, helped the series score higher ratings than some of that month’s NFL playoff games. The show also scored twice as many viewers as any other scripted drama on Fox in Hispanic households. Most important, the coveted eighteen-to-forty-nine demographic kept returning week after week, either watching the show as it aired, catching it on their DVRs, or checking out episodes as they made their way online.


Television shows just aren’t supposed to take off the way Empire has. Even a modern classic like Breaking Bad started out with just more than one million viewers when its first episode aired on AMC. Five years later, when Walter White met his fate in the series finale, more than ten million people were tuned in. When Fox dropped Empire into its prime-time schedule, the network seemed to be planning for a similar slow build, tucking it into the Wednesday night lineup behind American Idol. They must have figured the audience for the long-running singing competition might stick around for a modern-day soap opera rooted in the world of hip-hop.


For the first episode, that strategy certainly worked. The season premiere of American Idol’s fourteenth season drew in more than eleven million viewers, enabling Fox to dominate the hour; and nearly ten million of them stayed with the network and got to meet cold-hearted music legend Lucious Lyon, his three sons, and Cookie, his sassy and sexy ex-wife. Empire was the highest-watched show that hour, beating out episodes of Modern Family and Law & Order: SVU, as well as the People’s Choice Awards.


What happened next was, as one Fox executive admitted to the Los Angeles Times, “[an] amazing, phenomenal trajectory that defies all laws of television.” The ratings for Empire increased steadily, week after week—the first time any network series had been able to accomplish such a feat in more than two decades—to the point where seventeen and a half million people watched the two-part season finale in mid-March. “We’re all very excited about it,” Brian Grazer confided in that same Los Angeles Times story, “but we had no idea it would do as well as it’s doing.”


In retrospect, though, it’s not quite so difficult to understand why Empire took off the way it did. As Andy Greenwald wrote in an article on the show for Grantland.com, “In order to succeed in America, you have to have shows that, you know, endeavor to actually look like America.” Unlike most network dramas, where they sprinkle in a few nonwhite actors and call themselves “diverse,” almost all the main characters on Empire are people of color. It’s also a show that takes its female characters very seriously, not just reducing them to background figures meant to titillate male fans (though, to be fair, there’s still some of that happening, too). Cookie, Anika, and Rhonda are all strong, fierce women with sharp business acumen, sharper tongues, and lots of form-fitting outfits. For all the sometimes-troubling decisions they made as the first season’s storyline unfolded, these characters were aspirational figures for many of Empire’s female viewers. “Cookie walks in truth and I think that’s why people are gravitating towards her,” actress Taraji P. Henson told the London Evening Standard, “because she does and says the things that people are afraid to do and say.”


This also being the age of the meme, Empire’s steep rise in ratings also owes a debt to the world of social media. As TV critic Gilbert Cruz wrote for the New York Times, the show “played to the digital seats,” noting Cookie’s sharp, quotable dialogue (like her use of the popular online dismissal “Bye, Felicia!” in one scene). “It’s a sign of the Internet savvy of the show’s creators,” he added, “aware of how social media–ready moments can help propel a show to greater heights.”


Such great heights, in fact, that the two-hour series finale generated more than two million tweets from fans and also drew a lot of attention to the cast members’ personal Twitter accounts. As they gathered at Fox’s offices to live-tweet the second-to-last episode together, each one saw a gigantic spike in followers. Jussie Smollett picked up 150,000 new followers that evening, and Taraji P. Henson expanded her already huge follower list by 39,000. Others saw exponential Twitter growth over the course of the season, with Grace Gealey (Anika Calhoun on the show) going from just less than 400 followers to more than 65,000, and Trai Byers (Andre Lyon) seeing more than 75,000 followers jump on board through the early part of 2015.


Another significant element in the show’s success is the music that permeates every episode. As much as pundits like Bill O’Reilly don’t want to hear it, hip-hop is still the driving force in our culture, influencing fashion, art, and films—now here was a TV show featuring real-deal rap and R&B tunes, written and produced by well-known names like Timbaland, Raphael Saadiq, Christopher “Tricky” Stewart, and Jim Beanz. These songs sounded like they should be chart toppers in the world of Empire, and when they were released online after each episode aired, they became hits in the real world, too. At the end of the season, the Empire soundtrack immediately debuted at #1 on the Billboard album charts.


Now, everyone in television will scramble to replicate Empire’s success, but what they’re likely to overlook as they try is one of the most fundamental aspects of the show’s appeal: it is just flat out fun to watch. The drama in every episode is heightened to an almost absurd level, with multiple cliffhangers, surprise reveals, and moments of raw anger or sensuality crafted to keep us caught up in the show’s world from start to finish. And you just can’t plan for the way a character like Cookie—a slinky, catty, and street-smart woman with a penchant for bursting into any room she’s not supposed to be in while leveling anyone in her way with a contemptuous look or a quick verbal slap—breaks out of the pack and becomes a fan favorite.


That also puts a lot of pressure on Empire to be even bigger with its second season. The folks behind the show are certainly doing their part to make that a reality. The cast worked overtime to promote Empire over the summer, including appearances by Smollett, Yazz the Greatest, and Serayah at the BET Awards. Meanwhile, the Empire Twitter feed, Snapchat account, and Tumblr page have remained active, whetting fans’ appetites with GIFs, memes, and a countdown toward the season premiere.


They’re wise to keep pushing rather than just expecting old fans to return and stick with the show this fall, while hoping new viewers will jump aboard the train. That said, Empire did defy all forecasts for its first season and wound up shifting our cultural conversation, week after groundbreaking week. What’s to stop them from doing it all over again?
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The Lyon brothers: Trai Byers (Andre), Jussie Smollett (Jamal), and Bryshere Y. Gray (Hakeem)








WHO’S WHO





LUCIOUS LYON


The founder and CEO of Empire Enterprises has a backstory that should sound familiar to anyone who has followed the career trajectory of artists like Jay Z, The Notorious B.I.G., or Rick Ross. Born in Philadelphia, Lyon (born Dwight Walker) started selling drugs at the very tender age of nine. Initially, the move was simply to help him survive on the streets of his hometown after being orphaned, but as his interest in making music grew, it became a means to an end. By all accounts, Lyon is deeply talented. He has a keen ear for arrangement and melodies, remarkable skills on both the piano and the guitar, and one hell of a singing voice. With the money he earned dealing crack and cocaine, he was able to fund his career as a musician and a producer.


Using the marketing expertise he picked up in the drug trade, Lyon started to build some buzz selling his self-produced and self-financed CDs at barbershops and strip clubs around Philly. It was through this hustling that he met Loretha Holloway, better known as Cookie. The two quickly became partners in life and in business. As she raised their three sons—Andre, Jamal, and Hakeem—Cookie also supported Lucious’s efforts as both a dealer and a musician. In fact, if it weren’t for Cookie, Lucious wouldn’t have a career to speak of. Not only did she help generate the seed money for what would become Empire Enterprises, but after her arrest for dealing, she refused to implicate her husband lest it hurt his chances at success.


Cookie is just one of many individuals who helped Lucious in the formation of his entertainment dynasty. After Cookie’s arrest, Lucious turned to his wife’s cousin Bunkie and his lifelong best friend, Vernon, for help raising his kids, while Billy Beretti and Creedmoor Records gave his music career an invaluable boost. With Creedmoor’s backing, Lucious went from being a hometown hero to an internationally known superstar, thanks to albums like 2-1-5 or Die and That’s What the DJ Spins.


One of Lucious’s most troubling qualities is his coldheartedness, a cutthroat mentality that slashes through anyone who might impede his path to the top. In his drug-slinging days, he conspired with his cousin to have a pair of rival dealers murdered. Later on, he clashed publicly with Beretti over the sound of his music and the money he was earning from it, leading to an acrimonious split with Creedmoor. Most heartbreaking, Lucious decided to cut all ties with Cookie, sending her divorce papers while she languished in prison.
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