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University of Washington

Abstract

Making Beats: The Art of Sample-Based Hip-Hop

Joseph Glenn Schloss

Chairperson of Supervisory Committee:
Assistant Professor Shannon Dudley

Ethnomusicology

Since its birth two decades ago in New York's African-American and Latino
communities, hip-hop music (also known as “rap”) has become the most popular musical
genre in the United States. Structurally, hip-hop blends two relatively discrete endeavors:
rhythmic poetry (“rapping”). and musical accompaniments in which brief segments of
found sound (or "samples") are arranged into larger musical collages (known as “beats”).
While much has been written about rapping, the “beats” - and the tightly knit community
that produces them - have often been overlooked. Based on extensive ethnographic
fieldwork, Making Beats explores the ways in which the non-vocal elements of recorded
hip-hop are conceived by producers, and how these conceptualizations are informed by a
variety of social, practical, and artistic concerns.

After a brief historical overview of the development of hip-hop music in general
and sampling in particular, I proceed to the social and aesthetic issues that concern hip-
hop producers. These issues include why a musician would choose to use digital
sampling rather than live instrumentation, the social significance of collecting rare

records to sample, and the so-called "producer’s ethics" which monitor the ways in which



sampling may be used. Finally, I address the actual process of creating sample-based
music, including the aesthetic that drives it, how technology facilitates the continued
existence of this aesthetic, how legal and moral issues are resolved, and the practical

steps that must be taken to produce a finished product.
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I: Introduction and Methodology

Joe: I wanted to get you to tell that story about when you
were talking to your mother-in-law about
painting...

Mr. Supreme: Oh yeah, and we were arguing, ‘cause she was
saying I didn’t make music. That it’s not art...She
really didn’t understand at all, and we argued for
about two hours about it. Basically, at the end she
said... if I took the sounds, it’s not mine—that I
took it from someone.

And then | explained to her: What's the difference
if I take a snare drum off of a record, or I take a
snare drum and slap it with a drum stick?

OK, the difference is gonna be the sound. Because
when it was recorded, it was maybe a different
snare, or had a reverb effect or the mic was placed
funny. It’s a different sound. But what’s the
difference between taking the sound from the record
or a drum? It’s the sound that you’re using, and then
you create something. You make a whole new song
with it.

And she paints, so [ told her, “you don’t actually
make the paint.”” You know what [’'m saying?
“You’re not painting, ‘cause you don’t make the
paint”...But that’s what it is, it’s like painting a
picture. (Mr. Supreme: personal interview 1998)

Since its emergence in the mid-1970’s, hip-hop has become one of most
popular forms of music in the United States and is well on its way toward
conquering the world. So what is it that gives the music its enormous appeal?
Some hear in its lyrics a cry against poverty and oppression, while others see hip-

hop as the quintessential postmodernist art form, perfectly suited for its time. Hip-



hop may be a shameless commercial exploitation of humanity’s baser instincts, or
an appeal to our highest aspirations. i

For some, hip-hop is an invigorating cultural phenomenon in an era when
most cultural phenomena have everything but vigor:

At its most elemental level hip hop is a product of post-civil rights

era America, a set of cultural forms originally nurtured by African-

American, Caribbean-American, and Latin American youth in and

around New York in the ¢70s. Its most popular vehicle for

expression has been music, though dance, painting, fashion, video,

crime, and commerce are also its playing fields. It’s a postmodern

art in that it shamelessly raids older forms of pop culture — kung fu

movies, chitlin’ circuit comedy, ¢70s funk, and other equally

disparate sources — and reshapes the material to fit the personality

of an individual artist and the taste of the times. (George 1998:

viii)

The earliest hip-hop music consisted of live performances in which a
deejay played popular records (or segments thereof) accompanied by an MC (or
“rapper”) who exhorted the crowd to dance, shared local information and noted
his or her own skill on the microphone. When hip-hop expanded to recorded
contexts, both of these roles became somewhat more complex. MCs began to
create increasingly involved narratives using complex rhythms and cadences. And
while deejays continued to make music with turntables when performing live,
most also developed other strategies for use in the studio, and this eventually
came to include the use of digital sampling. As studio methodologies gained
popularity, the deejays who used them became known as producers (see “axiom
#2” below). As a result, while there are still many deejays who do not produce,
virtually all producers deejay.

Structurally, then, a recording of hip-hop music blends two relatively
discrete endeavors: rhythmic poetry (“emceeing™, also known as “rapping”), and
musical accompaniments in which brief segments of recorded sound (or

"samples") are arranged into larger musical collages (known as “beats”).



Previous studies have tended to isolate hip-hop’s lyrics from their musical
context so that they might be analyzed - for better or worse - as poetry. This
dissertation, by contrast, focuses precisely on that musical context, its timbral and
structural elements and the compositional process that brings it to life, as well as
the social, practical, and artistic concerns of those who do so.

It is significant that hip-hop artists refer to these compositions as “beats”.
In its broadest sense, the term is used to refer to an instrumental hip-hop
composition, comprising drums and other musical material, but not vocals. In
some instances. however, it is used in a narrower sense to refer only to the
rhythmic feel of the composition, in a manner similar to that in use in other forms
of popular music. The fact that the same term is used to refer both to the rhythmic
aspect of a composition and to the entire composition suggests the significance of

rhythm to the musical form.

Overview

This study is structured so as to address various issues of concern to the
hip-hop producer, in roughly the order that they would arise for him or her. After
a brief history of hip-hop music in general and sampling in particular, I proceed to
the specific social, ethical, and aesthetic issues that an individual producer
encounters as they accumulate the necessary knowledge to create hip-hop music
that is accepted by other producers. These issues include the choice to use digital
sampling rather than live instrumentation, the social significance of collecting rare
records to sample. and the so-called "producer's ethics" which monitor the ways
in which sampling may be used.

Having established the existence and nature of a "producers’ community,”
the dissertation uses information gained from formal interviews and participant-
observation to develop a hip-hop aesthetic in relation to composition, production,

and ethics. I will address the actual process of creating sample-based music,



including the sensibility that drives it, how technology facilitates the continued
existence of this aesthetic, how legal and moral issues are resolved, and the
practical steps that must be taken to produce a finished product. In so doing, I
attempt to break down the binary distinction which argues that the collage
aesthetic of hip-hop must be either primarily African in origin or a postmodernist
result of the market forces of late capitalism. Following a path forged by Gates
(1987) and Potter (1995), I argue that hip-hop represents a fundamentally
indivisible mix of both influences, a postmodern venue for traditional African
American expression.

I then place this approach, which is the banner of the insular producers’
community. within the social context of the larger hip-hop world; a caustic brew
of competing influences, needs, and intentions, all of which must be recognized

by the successful producer.

Axiomatic Assumptions

The following four assumptions underlie much of my discussion: 1) hip-
hop music is fundamentally African American by nature and intent; 2) sample-
based hip-hop is, in its conception, a form of recorded music (rather than of live
performance); 3) unlike most African American music, hip-hop is highly
individualistic in its vision (rather than communal); and 4) hip-hop that uses
samples is seen by its creators as aesthetically distinct from other forms of hip-

hop music (such as west coast “G-Funk”, or Miami Bass); it is a genre unto itself.

1. Hip-hop is African American music.

Hip-hop developed in New York City, in neighborhoods that were
dominated by people of African descent, particularly African Americans from the
continental United States, Puerto Rico and Jamaica. As a result, African American

aesthetics, social norms, standards and sensibilities are deeply embedded in the






