

[image: Cover page of the book, “How Black Music Took Over the World” by Melvin Gibbs. The cover features an illustration of concentric, semi-circles arranged closely together, resembling one half of a music record.]




[image: Book cover of ‘How Black Music Took Over the World’ by Melvin Gibbs. The cover image features concentric circles and bold text layout.]





Copyright © 2026 by Melvin Gibbs

Cover design by Ann Kirchner

Cover image © RobinOlimb via Getty Images; © komkrit Preechachanwate / Shutterstock.com; © Krasovski Dmitri / Shutterstock.com

Cover copyright © 2026 by Hachette Book Group, Inc.

Hachette Book Group supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like permission to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact permissions@hbgusa.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Basic Books

Hachette Book Group

1290 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10104

www.basicbooks.com

First Edition: April 2026

Published by Basic Books, an imprint of Hachette Book Group, Inc. The Basic Books name and logo is a registered trademark of the Hachette Book Group.

The Hachette Speakers Bureau provides a wide range of authors for speaking events. To find out more, go to hachettespeakersbureau.com or email HachetteSpeakers@hbgusa.com.

Basic books may be purchased in bulk for business, educational, or promotional use. For more information, please contact your local bookseller or the Hachette Book Group Special Markets Department at special.markets@hbgusa.com.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

All illustrations copyright © by Melvin Gibbs, except for the following: Figure 16a in Chapter 5 and Figures 60 and 61 in Chapter 12 (all public domain); Figure 62 in Chapter 14 courtesy of Dr. Mattie McGlothen Library/Museum, Dr. Emma Clark—Director.

Print book interior design by Amy Quinn.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2025040044

ISBNs: 9781541603240 (hardcover), 9781541603257 (ebook)

E3-20260220-JV-NF-ORI






CONTENTS


	Cover

	Title Page

	Copyright

	Dedication

	Prelude

	Introduction

	Chapter 1 Baretta

	Chapter 2 Frequencies and Decibels

	Chapter 3 On the Subway

	Chapter 4 The Bassics

	Chapter 5 Stono’s Children

	Chapter 6 Can’t Stop

	Chapter 7 Problem Solvers

	Chapter 8 Changing Time with the Times

	Chapter 9 Paths Diverge

	Chapter 10 The Art of Dub and the Science of Groove

	Chapter 11 The Gringo Mestre

	Chapter 12 One Inimitable Sound

	Chapter 13 The Music of Black Science

	Chapter 14 Penumbras

	Chapter 15 The Future of Black Music / Recombination Continues

	Acknowledgments

	Discover More

	About the Author

	Notes

	Bibliography and Further Reading






	iii

	iv

	v

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	160

	161

	162

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	224

	225

	226

	227

	228

	229

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	271

	272

	281

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	295

	296





Navigation


	Cover

	Table of Contents

	Start of Content

	Title Page

	Start of Content

	Start of Backmatter

	Copyright







This book is dedicated to my great-grandfather 
Solomon Gibbs of Wadmalaw Island, SC, whose 
will to live on his own terms inspires me







Explore book giveaways, sneak peeks, deals, and more.

Tap here to learn more.

[image: Basic Books logo]






Prelude

When people ask me, “What do you do?” my first thought is, “Right now, I’m breathing.” But I never say that out loud. I always answer the question the person is really asking, which is “How do you generate income?” In casual settings, I say, “I’m a musician.” In more formal settings, I say, “I’m a composer and songwriter who also plays an instrument.” When someone asks, “What instrument do you play?” my response is, “People know me as a bassist, but I also use computers and electronics to make and record music.”

In everyday contexts, “I’m breathing” would be an annoying and pedantic answer to a question that everyone who has been raised as an American knows is about money. But internally, I always push back on phrases like “what do you do?” and words like “occupation” because “making a living” is so much more than having a job. Applying my creativity is how I make my living. Reminding people that life can’t be reduced to the routines that maintain our society, then creating sonic pathways that allow people to touch aspects of life that can’t be captured within those boundaries, is the thing I get paid to do.

We are not our jobs or businesses. We are people who are making their way through a world that existed before we got here and will continue to exist after we’re gone. The beautiful thing is each one of us makes our own contribution to the path this world takes. We make our own individual worlds, and we collaborate with others to make worlds that we share. In every case, we filter the aspects of the world that are accessible to us through our imaginations, then apply what rises up there to the physical world as we create the environments we share.

Scientists tell us our universe started as a concentrated ball of energy that exploded in the Big Bang. That means that everything in our multifaceted universe exists as a result of the vibration that bang created.

At certain speeds, vibration reveals itself as light. Albert Einstein famously conceptualized the special theory of relativity by imagining himself riding a beam of light. At other speeds, vibration reveals itself as sound. Knowledge holders in South Asia and West Africa examine the depths of human consciousness by imagining themselves riding on the sound waves produced by that explosion. They say that sound makes our world.

Black music is a form of sonic creation developed in the West that is rooted in and reflects the thoughts and experiences of people who trace their heritage back to West Africa. You could say that Black music is the sonification of their culture, which was built on the foundation of the knowledge their ancestors brought with them. Those ancestors used music to depict their experience of consciousness and evoke that original vibration. The first African American music makers understood that our world makes our sound.

When people ask me, “What kind of music do you play?” my usual response is, “What kind of music do you like?” I’ve played many types during the courses of my career. I’ve been able to do that because my musical foundation is Black music. When you look at the list of music genres popular in the United States, hip-hop, pop, country, rock, dance, and Latin, you’ll find that all of them either are, or are based on, or created using, forms of Black music. When you listen to the music that’s popular worldwide today, you’ll find the same thing. The sonic elements that Black music creators have developed are the ingredients that music creators all over the world now use.

If you use the definition of Black that’s traditionally been used in the United States, a standard that’s based on the idea that “one drop” of Black blood makes you Black, you’d have to say that the majority of music popular on our planet today is Black music.

“Not Like Us” by Kendrick Lamar was the song Americans talked about the most in the year 2024.1 In 2025 Lamar drew the largest audience of any halftime Superbowl performance ever. In fact, it drew a larger audience than the Superbowl itself, which is traditionally America’s most-watched television broadcast. That song was a knockout blow in the multi-song rap battle between Lamar and pop-rap superstar Drake. The template for that battle was set five decades ago in the parks of New York City. Back in the 1970s, groups of Black males would gather in circles they called ciphers in parks in the city’s Black communities. There, they would test each other’s grasp of the arcane tenets of the sect they were members of, a wing of Black Muslims called the Five Percenters. They gave a name to that ritual exposition in the cipher that’s the root of rap battles: “droppin’ science.”

This book contains an exposition of some arcane tenets of Black music that I’ve called the “science of Black music” in reference to both that tradition and the/my study of its evolution. Some of it might seem arcane if you’re a music fan who is not versed in the science of sound. Some of it might seem arcane if you don’t know how Black music is put together. Some of it might seem arcane if you don’t know its history. And some of it might be arcane even if you do. That science will be wrapped in a presentation that—like Kendrick Lamar’s Superbowl halftime show, Five Percenter ciphers, battle rap matches, and performances by West African griots—allows you to imbibe that arcane knowledge in an entertaining way. Here, we’ll examine vibration at different scales, in the form of the cosmos, in the form of sound, and in the form of rhythm. In these pages, we explore the structure of sounds we think of as musical and dig into the ways the contours of that structure guide the creation of Black music. We’ll contrast and compare the musical ideals the first African Americans held dear with the conception of music we learn in the West.

Black music is inextricably linked to the American story, but that necessarily entails any number of obfuscations, eliminations, and gross complications.

The American story is the story of people from all over the world coming to a new land to overcome oppression—a story of transcendence. It is often said that the United States is a nation of immigrants. But the triumphal story of Pilgrims, pioneers, huddled masses of Ellis Island disembarkees, relieved escapees from tyranny, and striving East and South Asians is an incomplete, truncated version of the American story that leaves out inconvenient truths. The fact that there were already people on the land that is now the territory of the USA is glossed over or, at best, given a footnote. In the updated version of that footnote, the natives who welcomed the Pilgrims and interfaced with the pioneers are given acknowledgment and invoked as mythic landholders. But those often toothless citations don’t lessen the targeting of their descendants or lessen ongoing contests designed to test the parameters of their power and citizenship.2

The nation of immigrants narrative also wipes away the parallel American story of forced migration as the crucible of oppression, a story that applies to forty-three million of its citizens.3 It’s the story of a multigenerational enterprise predicated on an industrial network of trade that was rooted in coercion, warfare, and kidnapping and that nonetheless fell within the rules of the capitalist system that fostered it. The immigrant narrative also scrubs out Black America’s story of transcendence, the ongoing story of overcoming the American caste system and the social and economic constraints that the system was designed to solidify. That infra-national story inverts the immigrant story. In the Black American hero’s journey, the land moves to us. Our story is a story of creating autonomy wherever and however we could.

As I write this, the progress that Black Americans have made has been challenged at the highest levels of the US government. I suspect it still will when you read this. The drive to strip and destroy the mechanisms put in place to address our systemic constraint in 2025 eerily echoes the American power structure’s response to the Black civic and economic achievement during and after Reconstruction. That response included the rise of terrorist organizations such as the Ku Klux Klan. It included the destruction of the Greenwood District in Tulsa, Oklahoma, an eruption of murderous violence known as the Black Wall Street massacre. And it included America’s only successful coup d’état, which came in North Carolina, as the stricken city’s newspaper, the Wilmington Messenger, reported at the time, after “Wilmington’s very best citizens, including ministers, working men, lawyers, doctors, merchants and all classes of our people” drafted a resolution that stated, “We, the undersigned citizens of the city of Wilmington and the county of New Hanover, do hereby declare that we will no longer be ruled, and will never again be ruled by men of African origin.”4

Affirmative effort is needed to “forget” those historic American crimes, and others I haven’t even mentioned. Clusters of these actions are a necessary part of the mission to sustain the American caste system and the obscuring narrative of immigration that cloaks it. This narrative also sets the stage for a further crime: the usurpation of Black creativity and the achievements that Black creativity enables. Degrees of erasure, ranging from the most banal to the most heinous, inflict their portion of damage while they construct the borders of American culture. The fact that Black people have consistently provided the spark and continually provide the fuel for this nation’s cultural development in general, and its musical culture in particular, gets buried in that avalanche of affirmative forgetfulness. The process of creating American culture has required Black Americans to be perpetually innovative, so that they can rewrite themselves into the story of America, even as they are perpetually written back out of it. The success of Beyoncé’s Cowboy Carter album and Shaboozey’s “A Bar Song (Tipsy),” and the wider African American reclamation of the genre of music now called Americana, are manifestations of that two-pronged process.

But does such affirmative effort matter when you wake up in the morning? Does anyone think about it when they climb out of bed, go to the bathroom, and stand in front of the sink looking in the mirror? Most likely, no. As you rub the sleep out of your eyes, what you really care about is the bubble of space immediately surrounding you. You’re focused on yourself, your home, and what’s in it. You’re concentrated on your life, your body, and the things you’ve gathered around you to support them. As you move out into the world, your bubble interacts with other bubbles. Those bubbles are also moving, joining, and disentangling. These interactions operate on various scales as they create the structure that envelops our lives.

This structure interacts with what we call the natural world to create the space we live in. In this space, we get acclimated to smells, sights, sounds, and modes of movement. We learn that the signals our bodies are processing are representations and information about the world, and we develop our ability to associate those representations with symbols that allow us to communicate those representations to others. We learn how to exchange information using those symbols, which allows us to increase the amount of information that the groups exchanging information have access to. The systems we build that allow people to exchange information are, in turn, embedded in a system that allows those systems to exist. We call this system behind those systems, this meta-system, culture.

As we built this meta-system, we realized that symbols could communicate more than just information about our surroundings and actions. At some point in our journey on this planet, humans discovered that they could arrange sound the way they arranged other objects in the world. That meant they could use sound to help them create a shared world. They could reproduce the sounds that other humans and animals make, as well as sounds emitted by the natural world. They then went beyond that and used sounds to represent their actions and the facets of their environment, which allowed them to transmit complex emotions and ideas. They went even further and made sounds for the sake of making sounds that were both explorations of their complex emotions and ideas and expressions of them. We call this form of cultural expression music. Humans also developed visual art and theater arts while exploring and experimenting with the meta-system our communications use. So a comprehensive conversation about music will encompass discussion about culture, the environment, our bodies, and touch on art and forms of theater, as well as consider the means and methods of manipulating sound in a pleasing way.

Music is made for the enjoyment of a community. To understand any particular music requires an understanding of the community, the culture or subculture, the music is being made for. Musicologists from the African continent have done an excellent job of embedding their analysis of forms of music found on the continent within the cultural contexts that give birth to those forms. That’s often not the case when it comes to Black music. The early examples of written analysis available today were written by non-Black people whose knowledge of the context of the music came from their position as enjoyers of an economic system that was built on the idea that the music they were hearing was being made by a lifeform that was closer to being an animal or a machine than it was to being human. As time went on, when non-Black musicologists did recognize the humanity of Black music makers, their analysis was nonetheless blinkered by Western cultural hierarchies. And in current times, Black music is often analyzed using tools made for, or taken from, Western art music and framed by Western modes of aesthetic analysis.

So it isn’t simply about Black people writing themselves back into the narrative—of music, of culture, of history—or about the fact that Black people have been cultural innovators from Day 1. Even as we have innovated, our innovations have often been cast as pathological and primitive, as misunderstandings of the world. But just as inquiry into the structure of our universe over the past century has made it more and more clear that the viewpoint of West African seers provided explanations of our world that were valid in situations where Enlightenment-era European thought fell short, the study of Black music and its creators’ innovations has revealed that the tools that are adequate for Western musical and aesthetic analysis fall short when attempting to describe Black music.

Even when culturally sensitive people analyze Black music, and they are able to properly situate it in its cultural context, they still have to wrestle with Western cultural hierarchies and tussle with the Western musical tool set. This book is my effort to reset that dynamic, to wrestle out of the straitjacket that confines analysis of Black music. I analyze the music on its own terms, using tools I’ve uncovered and methods I’ve either discovered or had passed on to me.

I learned long ago that when you have a great idea, someone else probably has it too. So aspects of the formal analysis of Black music I make in these pages can be found in scholarly literature. But I am a cross-culturally literate expert practitioner who has a lifetime of experience. My analysis is the result of the knowledge and insight gained from that. In other words, this book hits different.

I learned what I know about music the way I learned what I know about life: by making it.

How did my method develop? As a developing musician who was crossing cultural boundaries and getting together with musicians from diverse musical communities to create, I had to do two things. First, I had to learn how to speak each musical language fluently. Whether I was playing jazz, funk, reggae, or soca, I had to play it as if I was born playing it, because the people I was playing for had grown up listening to whatever form of music I was playing. I had to have a clear and correct understanding of the attributes of each of those forms of music. Then, once I’d imbibed what made each of those forms unique, in order for me to insert my personality into the music I was playing, I had to figure out what joined them.

Music is universal because all of us have emotions, and anyone can learn to play a musical instrument. But it’s specific because the same sound or set of sounds can have different symbolic meanings in different cultural contexts and environments, and different cultures and subcultures have different things they want and need to say. The thing that joined all the different music I was playing was their cultural connection to Africa. The thing that made them different was the way that connection evolved as the communities that developed them made their way through the world and history. This book joins two “making their way through histories,” Black music’s and my own.

This book encompasses the streets of Brooklyn and the South Bronx, Senegalese sabar drummers, Brazilian pop stars, NEA Jazz Masters, Charles Dickens, a Gullah-Geechee PhD, frogs in Mississippi, a punk rock icon, legendary graffiti artists, and a whole lot more.

My journey through life, like yours, is a constant learning experience. When I exited my mother’s womb, the bubble of protection that enveloped me melded into the bubble of my family. As I grew, the bubble my family created made its way through the world. That bubble connected with other bubbles as I matured and eventually took responsibility for navigating a bubble of my own. I often say there’s more than one way to be Black. As you journey with me over the course of this book, you’ll get a feel for what I mean by that. You’ll also get a feel for New York City’s unique cultural mosaic as seen through the eyes of a Black male who came of age during the integration era. The comfort I gained dealing with that cultural mosaic gave me the license to sculpt the multifaceted bubble of culture that fuels this book. Along with that, you’ll get a feel for the combination of self-driven autodidactismi and community-driven mentorship that traditionally powers Black musical innovation.

In this book, I use the word Black to reference the population of people of African ancestry who grew up in the West or were socialized through the lens of Western culture. Black culture was formed in contest with the philosophical and legal structures that underlay and justified the Maafa, the African Holocaust, and the social constructs that emerged because of it, constructs that maintain their power in this present day. I use the term Black American when it’s necessary to further narrow the lens to the cultural experience of those of African ancestry who grew up in what is now the United States of America. And I’ll use African American to refer to the generations of Americans who are African by birth, those who were forcibly brought to the US during the slave trade as well as those who’ve recently come of their own free will.

In this book, too, I’ll be jumping registers language-wise. When you see big-ass words, remember that the simplest language is the music itself. I’ll be translating sonic objects that have already been rendered in the simplest possible way. Sometimes it takes a lot of big English words to do that. Other times, it’ll be a matter of getting you to see that this thing that we think we can’t wrap our heads around because it’s described using a complicated word is something that we understand or experience that we just don’t notice. If I use a word like ontological, it’s because (1) spectators who don’t commit to dancing don’t experience, understand, or understand what’s happening to people out on the dance floor who do, and (2) a lot of the people who are out on the dance floor just to distract themselves from the drudgery of week-to-week life only need a nudge to connect what they’re doing there to something deeper, to their being. Those of you who don’t need a pin stuck in that word will be interested in how this book outlines how ontology creates praxis, which then creates “theory.” I put quotation marks there cuz it’s all theory if you’re not moving. When you are, the theory/praxis dichotomy drops away.

1

Footnote

i I put this word in there specifically for the other autodidacts out there. I see y’all [image: ]. The word has been used to describe me many times, so y’all need to know it.
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