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Chapter 4

Creators or Criminals:  
The Case of Mix Taping.

I play ‘Got To Get You Off My Mind’ by Solomon Burke, and everyone has a go, 
just out of duty, even though only the best dancers would be able to make some-
thing of it, and nobody in the room could claim to be the best dancers, or even 
among the most average. When Laura hears the opening bars she spins round 
and grins and makes several thumbs-up signs, and I start to compile in my head 
a compilation tape for her, something that’s full of stuff she’s heard of, and full 
of stuff she’d play. Tonight, for the first time ever, I can sort of see how it’s done.  
(Hornby 1995: 244-245)
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Introduction

The citation above is the conclusion of Nick Hornby’s celebrated novel High Fidelity. 
What Hornby refers to as a ‘compilation tape’ is now more commonly called a mix tape. In this 
chapter, I analyze the practice of making such mix tapes. At first glance, this is a very simple 
practice. It consists of rerecording a collection of preexisting songs on a blank tape cassette. 
The compiler of the tape may add self-made art work, and he or she may give the tape away 
to someone else, for instance as a token of love or friendship, or as a way to introduce the 
recipient to new music. It was a widespread practice during the 1980s and it continued into 
the 1990s.

I will use the term ‘mix taping’ exclusively to refer to the practice of re-recording  
several preexisting songs onto a tape cassette. Other practices of the same name existed in the 
hip hop and dance scenes, and these are not the topic of this chapter. From the mid-1970s 
onward, hip hop DJs spread their performances on cassettes known as mix tapes. Starting in 
the early 1990s, the term also came to be applied to tapes on which rappers recorded their 
own vocals and lyrics over existing beats (Shapiro 2005). In house and related musical genres, 
too, DJs made their own mixes (uninterrupted stretches of music created out of a number of 
separate music tracks) and recorded these onto tape cassettes, which they then spread around 
for publicity purposes. This practice began in the early 1980s and continued well into the 
1990s (Shapiro 2000). Both of these practices were dominated by aspiring musicians. The 
kind of mix taping I will discuss below was a low threshold, amateur practice. As explained in 
the third chapter, I have chosen to focus on this type of mix taping precisely because it appears 
to be closer to the ‘consumer side’ of the traditional artist-consumer dichotomy. More profes-
sional ways of engaging with recorded music are discussed in chapters five and six.

Hornby’s novel shows that, however simple the practice may seem, mix tapes matter. 
The passage cited above illustrates how inextricably mix taping is intertwined with the social 
dimension of life. Rob, the protagonist, has a social epiphany, which allows him to step over 
his fear of commitment, but which also changes his opinion on what is a good mix tape. The 
two insights are intertwined.

Hornby’s novel, written as mix taping on cassette was in its last throes, marks the 
beginning of a ‘technostalgic’ discourse on the practice. In this chapter, I will investigate this 
retrospective discourse by means of a reading of around one hundred mix tape stories, nar-
ratives written by mix tapers or mix tape recipients that concern specific mix tapes or the 
practice of mix taping in general. I will try to give an account of a cultural practice which 
does more justice to its particularity than an account departing from an overarching theory 
of appropriate credit can.

In this chapter, I will argue that credit-giving was crucial to the perpetuation of the 
mix taping practice. I will devote most attention to an analysis of mix taping’s unique style of 
credit-giving. The specificity of this style of credit-giving, however, will only show itself fully 
further on in this study, when it can be compared to the styles of credit-giving found in the 
other two cases. Furthermore, I will propose that there is always a tension between a practice’s 
particular style of credit-giving and the dominant commercial theory of appropriate credit 
wherever the two intersect. The results of my analysis of the mix tape case, I believe, point in 
this direction. Finally, I will show how the influence of the commercial theory of appropriate 
credit results in an emphasis on creation and a neglect of other types of contributing and 
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participating. My point of departure will be a striking recurrent feature of the mix tape stories, 
namely the statement that mix taping is an art.

Looking back on a past practice

I have found no indication that a written discourse around mix taping, as I have defined 
the term, existed contemporary with the practice itself. There was some writing on cassette 
culture at large, such as the “DIY corner” and “Garageland” sections in the British pop music 
journals Sound and NME, or, slightly later, the book Cassette Mythos (James 1992). None of 
these, however, addressed mix taping as a topic that might be interesting in itself. The music 
journals discussed new releases on cassette, whereas the Cassette Mythos book celebrated the 
subversive potential of the cassette medium. Both concentrated on ‘artists’, however DIY in 
character, rather than on ‘consumers’.

Even today, cassette culture has its own web forum and there are websites that aggre-
gate or review new releases on cassette.21 But on these sites, too, all attention goes to the 
discussion of ‘artists’ and their ‘works’. Several works on the musical underground of the late 
1970s and the early 1980s mention ‘tape swapping’ and the importance of the cassette medium 
to the thriving of particular genres, such as punk and new wave. Once again, however, they 
discuss the recording or compiling of tapes not as a practice in its own right, but as an activity 
subservient to the spread of ‘the music itself ’ (Joynson 2001, Cogan 2006). Of the handful of 
academic releases which mention mix taping at all, none refer to primary sources which were 
concurrent with the practice (Drew 2005; Herlyn & Overdick eds. 2005; Toal 2007; Weber 
2008; Jansen 2009). Only historian David Morton refers to sponsored surveys on home taping 
by Warner and the Home Recording Rights Coalition, which focus mainly on the statistics of 
cassette usage, and which do not concentrate specifically on mix taping (Morton 2000: 107).

This absence may seem remarkable, especially when compared to the discourse that 
emerged once the practice had disappeared, which I will discuss below. But if one thinks 
back to the citation with which I started this chapter, it becomes less mysterious. Unlike a 
prototypical artist, even one of the DIY variety, Rob begins to compile a tape in his mind 
with a very specific intended audience, namely his (former) girlfriend Laura. The tape itself 
is triggered by their interaction and by a change he senses in their relationship. If he indeed 
finishes the tape (the story does not tell) he will most likely give it to her and assume it to be 
self-explanatory. This, according to the research I present below, is how tape giving works. 
Being meaningful only in connection to his relationship with Laura, Rob’s tape has no need 
for any discourse or publicity whatsoever. The small discourse that surrounds the cassette 
underground is dedicated almost entirely to the mediation between rare, obscure releases and 
a small, scattered potential audience. Mix tapers, however, compiled their tapes for lovers, 
friends, or for themselves, and therefore they had no need for such mediation.

The new attention for mix tapes that emerged after the practice had dissolved is of 
a different type. It is about sharing memories, and such sharing is almost inevitably discur-
sive. The memories that I will discuss below are embedded in narratives, which, following  

21: Cassette Culture http://www.cassetteculture.net/ Available 10-03-2010; Cassette Gods reviews 
http://cassettegods.blogspot.com/ Available 10-03-2010; Animal Psi http://www.animalpsi.com/ 
Available 10-03-2010.
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Sonic Youth guitarist Thurston Moore, I will call “mix tape stories” (Moore 2004). No less 
importantly, the advent of the internet and web 2.0. has made it possible for individuals to 
publish such narratives quickly, easily, and worldwide, with no professional means or experi-
ence required. Search engines, moreover, have made it possible to find these stories. Collecting 
these stories as a type of discourse was very difficult in the era of the tape cassette.

Aside from this, reflection on phenomena tends to be late in general, as many  
historians and cultural analysts have noted (See e.g. Foster 1996: 28-29) Moreover, newer 
technologies do not simply make older technologies obsolete. The present discourse on mix 
taping must in part be explained from the playlist functions, which have appeared in soft-
ware music players and MP3-players, as well as in many social online music services such as 
LastFM, or, for that matter, the ccMixter website, which will be the topic of the next chapter. 
The playlist ‘remediates’ the mix tape, and, being similar to it in some respects yet different 
in others, draws renewed attention to it. One mix tape story writer describes the mix tape as 
follows: “They are avant-garde too, like the cut-up. A parallel to Xerox art, an antecedent to 
sampling.” (11)22

How mix taping became an art

Let me start my analysis by posing the question how the theme that mix taping is an 
art became popular among mix tape writers. As I explained above, Nick Hornby’s 1995 novel 
High Fidelity was the first substantial source that revealed an appreciation of mix taping as a 
matter of social and even existential importance. In 1997, a website was launched, which was 
devoted to the sharing of cassettes, mix-CD’s and MP3 playlists. Here, internet users could 
(and still can) upload the track list they compiled, photos of the accompanying art work, and 
autobiographical notes. This site was titled Art of the Mix, and it is here that we first find this 
qualification applied to mix taping.23

The interest for mix tapes increased markedly around the turn of the millennium. In 
America, a film version of High Fidelity, directed by Stephen Frears, appeared in 2000, while 
in Germany mix taping was discussed in several novels and short stories (Stuckrad-Barre 
1999, Neumeister 2001, Gasser 2003, Duve 2002). Among these, Gasser most clearly defends 
an artistic status for the mix tape. He writes: “Cassette mixing is a high art. Comparable to 
the writing of a poem” (Gasser 2003: 169). Karin Duve, on the other hand, highlights the 
importance of mix tapes as objects that are intimately tied to memories of love relations, 
a theme that from here on will become increasingly dominant in the mix tape discourse. 
A project seminar on mix tapes at the ethnological institute of the university of Hamburg 
in 2001 lead to an exhibition titled KassettenGeschichten: Von Menschen und ihren Mixtapes 
(Cassette Stories: Of People and their Mix Tapes, see Herlyn and Overdick, eds. 2005) This 
exhibition has traveled from its original location in Hamburg to Frankfurt, Nürnberg, and 
Bern (Switzerland). Sonic Youth guitarist Thurston Moore edited a collection of anecdotal 
stories around mix tapes, which came out in 2004 under the title Mix Tape: The Art of Cassette 
Culture. Together with the film version of High Fidelity, this book has led to a profusion of 
stories about mix tapes appearing in personal weblogs. I performed this case study in 2006, 

22: The bracketed numbers which follow citations refer to the mix tape stories as numbered in appendix A.
23: Art of the Mix http://www.artofthemix.org/index.aspx Available 10-03-2010.
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when Moore’s book had recently appeared, and while the Art of the Mix website was enjoying 
increasing popularity. It is not entirely surprising, therefore, that the theme of the high, and 
often artistic value of mix tapes appears frequently in my sample. 

Since then, the novel Love is a Mix Tape: Life and Loss, One Song at a Time (Sheffield 
2007) and another collection of mix tape anecdotes titled Cassette from my Ex (Bitner, ed. 
2009) have mainly extended the theme of mix tapes as mementos of love relationships. A 
renewed search through the blogosphere quickly shows, however, that the qualification of mix 
taping as an art is still a recurrent theme in the discourse on mix taping, albeit a less dominant 
one.24 Let me now turn my attention to the question how this claim of an artistic status for mix 
taping is justified by the mix tape story writers.

What makes mix taping an art?

The idea that mix taping could be an art, once articulated, obviously struck a chord 
among former mix tapers. Occasionally a mix tape story writer prefers another qualification 
than that of “art” to describe the process of mix taping, or its product; one that is not quite so 
exalted, although it is still designed to emphasize the value of the pastime:

I really liked (and miss) the physical process of making mix tapes... pressing 
play on one deck and record on the other, it felt more like a craft than just  
dragging, dropping, and burning. (54)

Now, mix tapes, there’s a science behind that. (56)
 

Such qualifications are rare, however, compared to the artistic one. As one mix taper puts it: 
I was amazing (sic) at assembling disparate songs into a beautiful, cohesive work of art.” (52) 
And another concurs: “Good mix-tapes were a skill. Perfect mix-tapes were an art.” (75)

Most mix tape story writers simply make the claim and leave it at that. Nonetheless, 
when investigated more closely, the stories present a number of legitimizations for the idea. 
For example, mix tape story writers like to emphasize that there is an element of skill involved. 
Using the pause button to avoid an audible click between songs, learning to pause the tape at 
just the right place before pressing record, and minding the non-recordable safety tape at the 
start and the end of the cassette are examples of skills that can be acquired. Some mix tapers 
take pride in their taping technique, and take pains to acquire appropriate material:

I’ve got a bag of around 25 or so tapes (…) that I made or recorded (…) from 
1977 onwards. They start off rather random and badly recorded and end up 
very organized and well recorded. (62)

24: E.g. ‘Mississippy Smith’ (2009) “How to revive the lost art of the mix tape” Satellite Magazine 
http://www.satellite.ac.nz/articles/frontpage/2009/09/how-to-revive-the-lost-art-of-the-mix-tape/  
Available 11-30-2009; ‘Ransom Riggs’ (2009) “The Lost Art of the Mix Tape” Mental _Floss 
http://www.mentalfloss.com/blogs/archives/39986 viewed 11-30-2009.
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I actually used to share info about brands of cassette tape that routinely (we 
asserted) packaged their tape reels with slightly more than the 45 minutes, or 
60 minutes, or 90 minutes that they were labeled as containing.(50)

Besides skill, something not unlike artistic inspiration is involved. A special momen-
tary drive is needed for the mix taper to enter into the mix taping process despite the effort 
and time it will take, and to keep him or her from abandoning it half-way:

Also, I really need an impulse. If inspiration doesn’t appear of itself, it’s usually 
arduous. (84)25

I usually made a whole C-90 in one sitting (or standing, as the case may be). 
(55)
 
Also, like collage art, mix taping can lead to surprising discoveries and new insights. It 

is not true that the mix tape is no more than a collection of existing art objects. In the process 
of recombination, new meanings emerge:

We compose meaning from the use of distinctly different parts, but strip those 
original pieces of their initial meaning and replace them with the some sort of 
new meaning found only when placed in juxtaposition. Suddenly, the context 
plays a larger role in the meaning, assigning greater importance to the order, 
selection, and general flow of the tape. (68)

This is arguably the strongest argument one can advance in support of the artistic 
value of mix taping, but it is not the most common one. That role is reserved for the more 
traditional idea of self-expression. A mix tape expresses the identity, the world view, or the 
emotions of the tape compiler. The work, in short, reflects the artist:

[T]he Mix Tape as Self-Portrait. Even when we make mix tapes for other  
people – especially when we make mix tapes for other people – we make them 
for ourselves. (42)

True, mix tape-making is essentially narcissistic - the wish to bring pleasure is 
sincere, but the enterprise is mostly a celebration of the mixer’s good taste. But 
it’s narcissistic like all artistic creation. (57)

At this point, two main questions present themselves. The first of these is why mix tape 
story writers go to such lengths to claim an artistic status for their past activities. The argu-
ments listed above explain how an artistic interpretation of mix taping may be defensible, but 
they give no clue as to why it matters to mix tape story writers that mix taping is interpreted 
in this particular way.

25: Ausserdem brauche ich unbedingt einen Impuls. Wenn die Inspiration nicht von selber kommt, ist es 
meistens schwer. (my translation).
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To be sure, I can only speculate on this matter, because whilst the mix tape stories 
address the issue of the legitimacy of the artistic interpretation, they do not touch upon the 
reason why artistic status matters. Despite its speculative character, I will briefly put forward 
my own tentative view, and I will do so for two reasons. Firstly, to sidestep the issue may well 
be to implicitly confirm a ‘default’ explanation, provided by ‘vulgar sociological’ habits of 
mind deeply ingrained in our society. This default explanation says that the reason why mix 
tape story writers call their pastime an art is entirely self-evident. They want to elevate them-
selves and boost their prestige. In my opinion, this default explanation likely shortchanges 
mix tape story writers. Secondly, the interpretation I will put forward discloses a motif which 
we will encounter again in both of the following case studies, where evidence to support it will 
be more readily available.

Let me begin by observing that the mix tape stories I found on weblogs are unusual 
when compared to other discussions of music related issues on the internet in the fact that 
they reserve remarkably little space for the celebration of artists. A quick survey of the com-
ments under any music video on YouTube will confirm the impression that praise for the 
artist is the most common response, and by far more common than the occasional “thank you 
for uploading” comment addressed at the person who posted the video. Music reviews also 
tend to focus on artists, and taken together such comments and reviews represent the bulk of 
music related discussion on the internet. Mix tape stories break away from this pattern. The 
artist is relegated to a secondary role, and the mix taper takes center stage.

It seems plausible, then, that the artistic interpretation of mix taping is, at least in part, 
a defense against the standard presupposition that the pop music artist is solely responsible 
for the pleasure someone takes in popular music. This view, as I explained in the first chap-
ter, is part of both the commercial and the anti-commercial theory of appropriate credit. 
Consequently, it underlies most music discussion on the internet and elsewhere. If mix taping 
is considered in light of this perspective, not much of a role remains for the mix taper. The joy 
that a mix taper or a gift tape recipient experiences when listening to a mix tape, according to 
this view, is a result of the work of the artist. The original songs are enjoyable in themselves 
because artists have made them so, and the mix taper merely draws from the pool of intrinsi-
cally enjoyable content that artists have provided. He or she does not add anything important.

What the statement that ‘mix taping is an art’ first and foremost expresses, I propose, is 
that the role of the mix taper is crucial to the enjoyment of a mix tape, that a compilation tape 
is not merely the sum of the songs it contains, but that it is instead a carefully crafted auditive 
experience for which the mix taper deserves most of the credit. According to my interpreta-
tion then, the emphasis mix tape story writers put on the notion that mix taping is an art is, at 
least in part, a response to the ideological dominance of the commercial and anti-commercial 
theories of appropriate credit.

The second question that presents itself at this point is whether this reinterpretation 
of mix taping as an art form comes at a price. In order to be able to answer this question later 
on, I will now turn to a description of the particular style of credit-giving of the mix taping 
practice.
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Mix taping as creation: the quest for coherence

A description of mix taping’s style of credit-giving can only proceed with the aid of 
analogies with other practices, of which we ostensibly know how they work. In this and the 
following three sections, I will look at mix taping from four different angles, guided by four 
different analogies. In this section, I discuss the first angle, which more or less continues the 
theme of mix taping as an art. Looking mix tapers’ descriptions of what they actually did, is 
there a non-trivial way in which mix taping can be said to be an act of creation, and in which 
the mix tape can be said to be a work? The answer must be affirmative. Mix tapers tended to 
spend much effort on the creation of a cohesive tape, that is, a tape that is a cohesive unity 
unto its own, and not a mere collection of preexisting songs.

A mix tape is always a recombination of existing elements: a tape cassette, several 
songs, possibly clippings from papers or magazines to create artistic packaging. Mix tapers 
can be located on a spectrum with respect to the way they approach this aspect of bricolage. 
Some interact with their material in a more playful or improvising manner, taking joy in the 
traces that chance leaves in their efforts:

[W]hen I make a mix tape, I don’t put a lot of forethought into what it will 
sound like to somebody else later. I put onto it whatever I want to listen to 
right now, and that tends to involve a lot of terrible segues and bizarre mood 
swings ... When other people hear my mix tapes, after a few songs they start 
looking at me as though they’ve just discovered that I’m the tragic victim of a  
hallucinatory insanity. (78)

I reworked tapes ad infinitum on loose-leaf, but despite these sessions, beauty 
emerged with chance, enabling you to discover something new about a song 
you thought you understood simply by placing it next to something else. There 
was a cassette, 1/2 David Bowie and 1/2 Einstürzende Neubauten, that made me 
imagine David Bowie had a German accent, and a pop-punk cassette whose 
songs fell into a pattern that made me hate every single track. (74)

Many of the more hardcore mix tape enthusiasts, and these are likely over-represented 
among mix tape story writers, lean to the other side. They seek first and foremost to create 
a unit that is more than the sum of its parts, a tape which is understood as a work in its own 
right rather than as a collection of disparate elements. What needs to be achieved, then, is 
cohesion.

The new overall unity competes with the preexisting unity of the individual songs. 
Thus, a tension appears between the whole and its parts, and this interplay allows new  
meanings to emerge:

We compose meaning from the use of distinctly different parts, but strip those 
original pieces of their initial meaning and replace them with the some sort of 
new meaning found only when placed in juxtaposition. Suddenly, the context 
plays a larger role in the meaning, assigning greater importance to the order, 
selection, and general flow of the tape. (68)
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In order to achieve cohesion, mix tapers make sure that their compilations are  
recognizably non-arbitrary. The selection and sequence of songs on a tape is subject to a  
plurality of constraints. However, these constraints are not always the same. Mix tapers 
impose them upon themselves, negotiating between two considerations. On the one hand, 
mix tapers need to have sufficiently stringent constraints to create unity, but, on the other 
hand, they must still be able to meet them. Hardcore mix tapers make a sport of walking the 
fine line between a maximally challenging task and an impossible one:

I think the more limitations placed on both the listener and the creator, the 
better. This is the beauty of the true mix tape. The creator must not only choose 
songs that go well together, but he can’t just decide to end it after 30 minutes. He 
has to fill both sides to their predetermined length, with as little blank space at 
the end of each side as possible. A mix tape is a work of art. (45)

There was a certain art to finishing the tape. Choosing those last few tunes was 
rough because you had to find tunes that fit the sound of the other songs, were 
worthy of being on the tape and fit into the remaining amount of tape. (53)

Self-imposed constraints come in several types. First of all, there are constraints which 
purely belong to the cultural form of the mix tape. A cassette may have an overarching ‘theme’, 
so that all songs share a common characteristic. Some themes recur so often in different mix 
tape stories that one might be justified in calling them genres. This is true, for instance, for the 
love tape, the break-up tape, the party tape, the driving tape, and the ‘soundtrack of my life’ 
tape. Yet many mix tapers take obvious pride in the originality of their themes:

I made this cassette, Oral Surgery Disasters, in 1995, the night before I was 
getting a dental implant for a tooth I lost (...) I don’t like going to the dentist to 
begin with, so I thought I’d make a cassette to distract me from the drilling that 
was going to be going on in my head. (32)

For me, 1995 and 1996 were the golden years of the ‘apocalypse’ and/or ‘revolu-
tion’ mix. What in the devil is that, you ask? Well, like many teenagers, I went 
through a phase where I thought society was just all fucked up, maaaannn, and, 
like, we need a revolution to overthrow capitalism and expose the lies of the 
military industrial complex that are hiding all that alien technology that would 
clean the environment and give us free energy and stuff. (41)

There were (...) obsessive projects that repeated endlessly, like Swan’s song, 
wherein I looped Swans’ ‘Goddamn the Sun’ for 90 minutes. (74)

Hardcore mix tapers, of course, choose the most challenging themes they can pull off. 
As one mix taper says: “Once I had to record a tape with ‘green songs’ for a girl. That became 
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too difficult at some point. So then I recorded songs, which refer to colors in general.” (97)26 
Besides a theme, the aspect of ‘flow’ may be taken into account. The word ‘flow’ refers to the 
aspect of sequence and the relation a song has with its adjoining neighbors. Two concepts 
stand out in accounts of how a flow can be organized, namely homogeneity and variation:

I pay attention to making a cassette homogeneous, not like Up-Down-Up-
Down-Up-Down – otherwise it makes it difficult to listen to the whole tape. 
(99)27

Two fast songs should be followed by a slow one or vice versa. (47)

The booklet that accompanies the exhibition KassettenGeschichten: Von Menschen und 
ihren Mixtapes speaks of different ways of make a mix tape, as if the oppositional terminology 
of similarity and variation signals a difference of opinion between mix tapers: “The one takes 
joy in (…) the creation of seamless transitions, whereas for the other ‘breaks’ (…) are crucial.” 
(Grösch, Hüners, and Rützel 2005: 32-34)28 However, this view fails to acknowledge the fact 
that similarity and variation commonly occur together in the work of a single mix taper or in 
a single mix tape:

When picking the next song in a mix, I … look for a “unifying dominant factor” 
which is the one singular stand-out characteristic of a song that links it to the 
next song even though the two song choices appear dissimilar on the surface. 
(71)

If you get the right flow going, it’s possible to move from Donovan to the My 
Fair Lady soundtrack to Wilco without losing continuity. (42)

In the case of gift tapes, social constraints also apply. Mix tapers have to take their own 
preferences into account, as well as their assessment of the taste of the intended recipient. Mix 
tapers clearly differ in the relative weight they give both of these considerations.

The message of a tape might be: I love you. I think about you all the time. Listen 
to how I feel about you. Or maybe: I love me. I am a tasteful person who listens to 
tasty things. This tape tells you all about me. (8)

The collection of essays that appeared along with the KassettenGeschichten exhibi-
tion provides a typology of mix tapers with respect to the relative weight they give to their 
own taste and to that of the recipient (Peiseler, Radzuweit & Tsitsigias 2005: 64-68). The 
“Communicator” takes both into account equally. The “Caretaker” departs from the musical 
preferences of the recipient. The “Missionary” takes his or her own preferences as a starting 

26: Einmal sollte ich für ein Mädchen ein Tape aufnehmen mit Grünen Songs. Das war dan irgendwan zu  
anstrengend. Also habe ich Songs genommen, bei denen es sich um Farben allgemein handelt. (my translation)
27: Ich achte darauf, dass so eine Kassette gleichförmig ist, nicht so ein Rauf-Runter-Rauf-Runter-Rauf-Runter – 
sonst kann man die Kassette nicht gut durchhören. (my translation)
28: Der eine freut sich mit dem neu erworbenen Mischpult nahtlose Übergänge zu gestalten, während für den 
anderen “Breaks” (…) unabdinglich sind. (my translation)
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point, and tries to ‘convert’ the recipient. The “Egomaniac”, finally, displays no interest in 
the recipient’s taste whatsoever, and is not even interested in feedback about the listening 
experience.

Such typologies are enjoyable to people familiar with the practice, because of the sense 
of recognition they can evoke. This typology, moreover, is especially useful for making clear 
that the practice of mix taping is not homogenous to the extent that all mix tapers abide by 
the same unwritten rules; a point to which I will return below. What this typology obscures, 
however, is that the musical tastes of mix taper and recipient do not have to stand opposite 
one another like enemies, so that a compromise is necessary. Instead, a mix tape may mark 
out the intersection of both sets of musical preferences involved. In drawing attention to the 
‘musical common ground’ of both parties involved, mix tapes come to be closely tied to a 
particular interpersonal relationship. “In this respect,” Thurston Moore observes, “mix tapes 
are like matchmaker forms.” (15) This point will prove important in the next section where I 
approach the mix tape as a gift. Here, it needs to be emphasized that such search for ‘accom-
modation’ of both tastes sets up another productive tension for the tape compiler. 

Finally, technical constraints inform the end results. Mix tapers seem to invariably 
challenge themselves by trying to use this time maximally without recording any songs 
incompletely:

There truly was no joy like what I experienced following a tense couple of  
minutes of watching the last few inches of spooling strand of shiny brown wind 
through my player’s works, hoping I would still see brown for the whole of the 
last cut’s fade-out – then: YAY! The last lingering whisper … followed a split 
second later by the clear non-recording segment of end-tape. (64)

Sixty or ninety minutes are the most common time spans that a mix taper has to fill. 
This time frame is divided in two equal halves; the two sides of the tape, presenting opportu-
nities for structuring:

[T]he ability to connect Side A to Side B via a long fade-out or a vocal loop. (74)

“Besides, cassette tapes have two sides, allowing for a first act, an intermission, 
and a second act.” (42)

Furthermore, these sides provide additional possibilities for structuring by the special 
emphasis they create for particular places on the tape, namely the beginnings and endings of 
sides:

I give a special value to the first song and to the fitting “side-ending song”. This 
one is marked by its place and is often the reason for changing the concept. 
(84)29

29: Besunderen Wert lege ich auf den ersten Song und auf das passende “Seiten-Beendigungslied”. Dieses ist 
durch den Platz bestimmmt und Häufig der Grund für das Umschmeissen des Konzepts. (my translation)
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If the mix taper is a gift taper and a hardcore seeker of coherence, as the ones who con-
sider mix taping an art seem to be more often, then the selection of each song will be informed 
by at least five constraining considerations: First, the song must fit the overall theme. Second, 
it must continue the flow of the tape. Third, it must take into account the mix taper’s musical 
preferences. Fourth, it must take into account the tape giver’s assessment of the musical taste 
of the recipient. And fifth, it must fit the predetermined time frame and two act structure of 
the tape cassette medium. The result is a cohesive tape in which no song can be randomly 
replaced with another without destroying the structure. In this particular sense, then, the mix 
taper is the creator of a work. He or she devises an overall unity that competes with the pre-
existing unities of the individual songs. As an artistic work, the mix tape invites credit-giving 
through expressions of admiration or feedback which betray a recipient’s contemplation of 
the tape. And indeed, instances of this occur in the stories. However, there is an important 
difference between the expressions of admiration and contemplation that occur in response to 
mix tapes and those that occur in response to works in recognized art forms. The difference is 
the personal relation that a mix tape recipient has to the creator in question. The audience of 
the average art work is an anonymous multitude of people. The audience of a gift tape is usu-
ally a single person known to the maker. Approaching the mix tape only as an artistic work, 
therefore, does not capture the specificities of the credit-giving associated with it. In the next 
section, I will adopt a different approach.

The mix tape as a personal gift

It would be only a slight overstatement to say that the scholarly literature on gift prac-
tices consists of footnotes to anthropologist Marcel Mauss’ groundbreaking analysis Essai sur 
le Don, originally published by in 1950 (Mauss 2002). I, too, will take his analysis as my point 
of departure to discuss the gift-aspect of mix tapes. Two observations are central in Mauss’ 
account. First, in the form of a gift the giver is giving a part of him- or herself. Second, making 
a gift is a rule-bound activity. It entails an obligation to give, an obligation to receive, and an 
obligation to reciprocate.

The first of these points is much in agreement with the mix tape stories. So personal 
is the mix tape as a gift, that a mix taper must carefully mind his or her feelings in relation to 
all aspects of the tape:

While the tape was a minor success I had an itching feeling I had made a 
grave error. Later, I realized that I had compromised myself by putting a The 
The track on there, because she liked them. I did not, and to this day, I wish I 
could go back and replace that track. I still remember this misstep vividly. I 
wasn’t true to myself, and as much as the tape was filled with my chattering, my  
enthusiasm, my soda-fueled proselytizing, it still rang as hollow as the empty 
cans beside me. So, I’m taking this chance to say sorry, to me. Her? It was her 
favorite track. (16)
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Recipients, moreover, understand mix tapes in the same personal way. As one  
recipient”, describing a gift tape, puts it: “Listening to it again after all these years it remains 
an accurate portrait of him.”

However, the rules guiding gift exchange, which Mauss identified, are not so easily 
transferred to mix tape gift practices. There is no clear correlate to the obligation to give, 
for instance. The obligation to receive does carry over smoothly. A gracious acceptance is as 
important when receiving a gift tape as it is when receiving any other present:

When I record cassettes, then the most important songs for me are always in 
them, and it’s an enormous disappointment if people don’t thank me for it 
(Hasbargen & Krämer 2005: 77).30

However, the most telling aspect of the comparison between Mauss’ analysis and mix 
tape gift practices is the fact that the obligation to reciprocate cannot be easily applied to mix 
tape gift practices. Instances where mix tapers receive other tapes in return are mentioned, 
but they are rare. Such reciprocation certainly does not occur in all cases. And this should 
come as no surprise, given the fact that mix taping involves skill and knowledge. For many 
recipients, reciprocating an excellent mix tape might be a tall order. But even if one drops the 
presupposition that a mix tape recipient must reciprocate in kind, that is, if it does not have to 
be a cassette for a cassette, it is still difficult to see how reciprocation occurs.

This is the result of an important difference between the gift-giving of traditional  
cultures and western gift practices, a difference which is indicated by the existence of the 
English expression “an Indian giver” (Hyde 1983: 3-4). This politically incorrect phrase  
designates a person who gives a present in expectancy of another present in return, and it has 
its origins, of course, in the encounters between western colonists and native Americans. The 
colonists were apparently very surprised that not returning a gift for a gift was considered bad 
manners in the new world. In western cultures, the obligation to reciprocate is understood 
as calculating behavior and as a debasement of the altruistic motives that are supposed to 
underlie the giving of a present.

However, the obligation to reciprocate also applies in western cultures. It is merely 
supplemented by an additional obligation to hide the expectation of reciprocation, and to 
perpetuate the myth of disinterested giving. Thus, if one always gives a friend a thoughtful 
and substantial present for his or her birthday, but always receives the same bottle of wine 
in return, one notices. The calculation process occurs, but it operates covertly over a longer 
period. The example of the bottle of wine also brings to the fore another difference between 
western gift-giving and traditional gift cultures, namely that in western culture a gift should 
be selected in view of the intended recipient. The more personal a gift is, the better, at least 
within reason. Gift taping exemplifies gift-giving at its most personal, and reciprocation at its 
most abstract:

There is something narcissistic about making someone a tape, and the act of 
giving the tape puts the recipient in our debt somewhat. Like all gifts, the mix 
tape comes with strings attached. (8)

30: Wenn ich Kassetten aufnehme, dann sind da immer die wichtigsten Lieder für mich drin und es ist eine 
wahnsinnige Enttäuschung , wenn die Leute mich dafür nicht bedanken. (my translation)



76

Mix tape gift practices make most sense if the gift tape is interpreted as an  
investment in the social connection between mix taper and recipient. The tape compiler 
expects reciprocation to occur within that relationship. In other words, gift tapes are made 
first and foremost to win affection, not to obtain return gifts. This can be seen most clearly in 
the case of love tapes:

Soon, though, I discovered that one’s musical tastes could be used to unlock 
the holiest of holy places: what lived beneath the Jordache jeans of whatever 
unsuspecting girl I played sensitive for. And so it has been ever since – me, 
carefully constructing the sets to achieve the desired effect – be it salacious or 
self-absorbed. (3)

I can’t remember what I put on the tape for my girlfriend, although I’m certain 
I included “Back in your life” and “Affection” by Jonathan Richman. Because 
I wanted to be back in her life, and I wanted her not to be such a chicken and 
show me some affection. (8)

In the previous section, I cited Thurston Moore’s comparison of mix tapes to match 
maker forms. Moore goes on to ask: “But why does your match have to be so like yourself – do 
you just pretty much love yourself?” (15) This is a reasonable question, but the mystery disap-
pears if the task of a mix tape is conceptualized as representing the common ground between 
the tape compiler and the recipient. Such a mix tape would not be tied so much to either of the 
people involved as to their relationship. It would represent what they shared:

I’d slot these in at work, crank the volume, and be surrounded with Byorn’s 
tesseract world view and cranked humor. It was a shared alternate plane that 
kept me with him, even as I navigated the channels of the corporate nerd world 
– my tether to the world I really loved. (12)

If mix tape gift practices are read in this way, it is not surprising that a tape must be 
personalized. It represents the relation between a particular tape compiler and a particular 
recipient. The citation from High Fidelity with which I began this chapter illustrates this admi-
rably. The cassette Rob starts to compile is the representation of a possibility to renew their 
relationship. The personal nature of the mix tape can also be clearly observed in Rob Drew’s 
(2005) critical article on brand and celebrity ‘mix tapes’. Drew views the compilation albums 
and playlists that have been given or sold by some corporations as ‘mix tapes’ not only as 
a corporate appropriation of a DIY practice, but also as a disingenuous pretense at being a 
customer’s personal friend.

In the mix tape stories, the close connection between gift tapes and particular  
relationships is underscored by the fact that giving the same ‘personal’ tape to different people 
is frowned upon:

Mix Tape Cheater: I have to admit I created an achingly beautiful Ella/Billie/
Sarah/Jimmy Scott, etc., torch song mix tape for myself in the mid-90s – and 
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then made copies for several women. With shocking effectiveness. Not very 
Kosher, perhaps. But I’m all for sharing the love. For great music. (53)

I have to admit I became so chronic with always giving boys I was smitten with 
tapes that I sometimes made some embarrassing mistakes. I made a tape for 
Nick Cave (…) but I also made a copy of it for myself. Well, at some point for 
some reason, I gave this copy to Kid Congo Powers. So we’re at a barbecue at 
Kid’s house about a year later and Nick Cave is there and Kid plays the tape. 
“Allison makes this tape for all the boys!” (26)

The intertwinement of relationships and gift tapes can also be illustrated by the fact 
that gift tapes often share the fate of the relationship in question. Gift tapes representing rela-
tions that still last tend to be treasured. The mix tape story writers proudly reveal that they still 
have them after all these years, even if they are not always sure where exactly. Tapes represent-
ing relationships that have gone sour have a tendency to disappear, or to reside with the mix 
taper rather than the intended recipient:

Here’s a tape I did for an ex-Polly Shang Kuan Band member. I never gave her 
it because I had a fight with her boyfriend ‘cause he’s an asshole. Then she sent 
a note to us saying we can’t be friends anymore. Boofuckinghoo. So she didn’t 
get the tape. She’s a loser anyway. (5)

I received a tape from a man about ten years ago which definitely pushed me 
from a crush into full-blown love for him. (…) Some four years after he made 
it for me, I (…) got extremely angry at him, and sent it to him in the mail. 
Yeah, I gave it back. Dumped it in the mailbox and sent that right back. And  
immediately regretted it. (…) Damn, how I wish I had that tape back! Not if he 
remade it – it would not be the same. (26)

In their capacity as gifts mix tapes are subject to western culture’s unwritten rule that 
reciprocation be covert. Consequently, credit-giving for mix tapes is a relatively hidden and 
private affair.

A musical education

Above, I have explained that making a mix tape for someone else involves give and 
take and a search for common ground between the musical tastes of both people involved. I 
interpreted the resulting tape as having a metonymic, pars pro toto (part for whole) relation to 
the relationship in question. In such a case, a mix tape is something like a dialogue between 
two identities or personalities. But often, mix tapes have a more straightforward purpose, 
namely to introduce the recipient to new music. This may be the sole purpose of a tape, or 
it may intermingle with relational objectives to the point where they become impossible to 
distinguish. In this kind of ‘educational taping’, there is also a need to accommodate both 
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the taste of the tape compiler and of the recipient. And here too, different mix tapers strike a 
different balance between their own preferences and those of their recipients.

Coining a name for this type of mediation between tastes will help me to generalize 
beyond this case, and to identify analogical roles in other practices. The purpose of such  
generalization is to counteract the emphasis on the creator in our understanding of the cul-
tural practices of pop music culture. The presence of a role for a creator is a recurring element 
in many of these practices. We tend to be well aware of this. We may for instance refer to them 
as ‘creative practices’. But there are other recurring roles, too, other ways to make an impor-
tant contribution that in some form can be found in many different practices. These, however, 
tend to go unnamed and unnoticed.

 I will call this generalized role of which the educational taper is an example that of 
the “reference person”. The term is chosen to make an analogy with the reference librarian or 
the reference archivist. In libraries and archives, a reference person mediates between, on the 
one hand, a user with a particular question or topic of interest and, on the other hand, a cor-
pus of books and other materials (Ferguson (ed.) 1999). The traffic at the reference desk has 
decreased since the advent of internet catalogues and search engines, but in this transition, an 
important change is implicit. Present-day library-goers feel that it is their own responsibility 
to know what they are looking for. Many do not even realize that help to find their question, 
rather than some answer, may well be available. Yet this is an important part of the job of a 
reference person. As Pugh (1982: 39) has it, a reference archivist “seeks to understand the 
full ramifications of the inquiry and tries to understand what the user really wants to know, 
which often differs dramatically from the initial question. The archivist also helps to refine the  
question in view of the sources and to conceptualize a search strategy.”

Like a reference librarian or archivist, a mix taper mediates between a person with 
particular preferences and a vast corpus of music. The mix taper thus occupies the role of 
the knowledgeable person, who knows what is available. But he or she is more than a human 
database. The quality of the mediation depends on the quality of the mix taper’s assessment of 
the recipient’s musical ‘query’. A truly excellent ‘educational’ mix tape opens up new musical 
horizons for the listener.

There are two aspects to the skill of the reference person. On the one hand, being a 
good reference person may mean carefully reading the musical taste of the one for whom a 
mix tape is made, and introducing him or her to new things which match that taste:

Try to put songs on there that your friend hasn’t heard, but that you think 
they would like … [M]ix tapes should attempt to bring to light new music and 
expose someone to new things. (77)

On the other hand, being a good reference person may also mean challenging the 
ears of one’s intended recipient. This is an impulse which is likely more popular among  
musicologists than among exponents of cultural studies. It assumes that there is such a thing 
as musical Bildung, and that there are standards of taste or ways of listening that are worth 
aspiring to:
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Sometimes you also think: Okay, now I have to save your soul, your musical 
one, and give you sensible music for a change. (98)31

The risk is evident, then, that a mix taper may merely push his or her own tastes, much 
like a reference librarian may make him- or herself useless to inquirers by riding a stick horse 
(Bunge 1999:18):

Resonance is very important, of course, if you are recording tapes, because  
otherwise it is throwing pearls before swine – much too much work really. (81)32

Is a reference person something like the Communicator from the typology discussed 
above, that is, simply another name for someone who takes both his or her own taste and 
someone else’s into account? The difference between the two concepts is substantial. The con-
cept of the Communciator marks out a position on a spectrum of ways to perform the role 
of mix taper, namely the spectrum of leaning more towards one’s own taste or to that of the 
intended recipient when recording a mix tape. It is a matter of personal preference on the part 
of the mix taper. The concept of the reference person refers to the process and purpose of mix 
taping. It is one way mix tapers can carve out a role for themselves, which allows them to be of 
use to others, assuming they have the social skills and musical knowledge to perform it well.

The reference person is one part of a division of labor that is crucial to making some 
practices work. Not everyone has the knowledge and insight to mediate between individual 
tastes and musical content. For this reason, good reference persons provide a valuable serv-
ice, for which they deserve to be credited. Whereas the Communicator figures between the 
Caretaker and the Missionary, which represent other ways of occupying the same role of mix 
taper, the reference person stands in contrast to the creator.

The creator, too, is one part of a division of labor that is crucial to making some  
practices work. Not everyone is able to produce an artifact that is worthy of attention. For this 
reason, good creators provide a valuable service, for which they deserve to be credited. The 
problem with the commercial and anti-commercial theories of appropriate credit is that they 
emphasize the importance of creation to the point where the difference between creators and 
non-creators may seem to be the only division of labor that really matters within all of popular 
music culture. Other ways of making a valuable contribution are obscured. The concept of 
the reference person seeks to lift one particular way of making a valuable contribution in pop 
music culture out of this obscurity. Like the role of creator, the role of reference person plays 
a part in different cultural practices. One can be a musical reference person as a music blog-
ger, a record store owner, a DJ, or as a mix taper. Giving due credit to a reference person, like 
giving due credit to a creator, may be important to keep a good thing going, that is, it may be 
necessary to keep a valuable cultural practice in existence.

In terms of credit-giving, being a reference person can be a way of obtaining status or 
prestige. A good reference person is regarded as knowledgeable and helpful, and thus makes a 
valued member in several kinds of communities. Reference mix tapers, then, get appropriate 

31: Manchmal denkst du auch: OK, ich muss jetzt mal deine Seele retten, deine musikalische, und gebe dir jetzt 
mal vernünftige Musik. (my translation)
32: Resonanz ist natürlich schon ganz wichtig, wenn man tapes aufnimmt, weil das sonst Perlen vor die Säue 
werfen ist - viel zu viel Arbeit eigentlich. (my translation)
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credit if their musical knowledge and helpfulness are acknowledged and win them some  
prestige. The mix tape stories show various examples of this, in the form of admiring remarks:

For the trip, the all-around stellar human being Vince Griffith – who possesses 
a record collection known to send full-grown vinyl obscurants weeping to their 
knees – passed me this tape for the drive. (30)

It was embarrassing, back in the 80s, when I was a teen, to admit that the  
person who most greatly schooled me in rock (and personal/social politics) 
was younger than me, but that’s how it was. I don’t know where I’d be today if it 
wasn’t for the guiding hand of Toby Vail, but probably not anywhere so lovely 
as the life I have today. Same goes for Jean Smith. I’ve learned by far more from 
these two than anyone else in my life, they are my mentors for how to live, what 
is important, and what matters most, and these tapes were my schoolbooks. 
(25)

In this section and the two before it, I have discussed three different ways of looking at 
mix tapes. A mix tape can be a work, a personal gift, or an elaborate piece of friendly advice 
from someone whose musical knowledge is greater than one’s own. Each of these possibilities 
implies a different kind of credit-giving. It is most likely, in fact, to be a mixture of all three, 
but their relative ‘amounts’ within this mixture will differ from case to case. The recipient, 
therefore, must interpret the tape to decide what it is and what kind of credit the mix taper 
deserves for it. Is the tape primarily a well-crafted work, worthy of admiration; or rather a 
personal gift that is best rewarded by means of affection; or is it first and foremost a piece 
music education, which entitles the mix taper to a certain amount of prestige? 

In this act of interpretation, the recipient likely has some freedom to read the tape 
according to his or her own needs. Consider, for instance, a hypothetical situation in which 
a recipient receives a probable love tape from someone to whom he or she is not attracted. In 
this delicate situation, the recipient may opt to read the tape rather as a well-crafted artifact or 
as an educational tape, and behave accordingly towards the mix taper. The fact that admira-
tion or prestige can be substituted for affection in this way supports the idea that displays of 
interpersonal affection can indeed function as ways of credit-giving, and are in this regard 
similar to admiration, acknowledgement, and financial rewards. Now, to end my analysis of 
the credit-giving processes which inform the mix taping practice, let me look at mix taping 
from a fourth and final angle, and discuss the solitary compiling of cassettes.

Taping for oneself

Mix taping as a solitary activity is in all probability underrepresented in the sample of 
mix tape stories. Most references to taping for oneself can be found in the mix tape stories 
from the KassettenGeschichten website, which are excerpts from solicited interviews. This may 
well support the idea that the lesser anecdotal value of solitary taping explains its secondary 
position in the nostalgic discourse on mix taping. After all, scholarly interviewers are likely 
to be more interested in giving an accurate picture of the practice in all its aspects than mix 
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tape story writers, who may simply want to share a good tale. Another obvious reason for  
underrepresentation is that gift taping involves two people, either of whom may go on to tell a 
story about the exchange, while taping for oneself involves only one potential narrator.

And yet taping for oneself was a common practice, and this leads to the question what 
its motivation was. The mix tape stories portray solitary taping as what in Greek would be a 
pharmakon, that is, either a disease or the cure for a disease:

Since I was wee, I have felt to be an arbiter of mood through the sequential 
playing of organized sound. (…) I amassed a massive collection of vinyl, which 
I dissected over and over, laying pieces end to end on magnetic tape. These 
were the purest moments of the affliction, constructing my own private radio  
station, one that could match my teenage psychosis riff for riff, made for no 
other consumption than mine. (3)

Why I have recorded this tape on the theme of independence? In the past, I 
already liked to express themes that occupied me in music, and to use music to 
‘heal’ myself. Music plays a great part in my emotional self-management. (85)33

The theme of emotional self-management also occurs in the literature on music lis-
tening in general. It is one of the ways in which people commonly put music to work in 
their everyday lives (DeNora 1999: 34-44). Management of their ongoing identity is another 
(DeNora 1999: 45-53). In the case of mix taping, this latter aspect of music listening in general 
takes on an especially reflexive guise. However, it must not be forgotten that there are fairly 
mundane reasons for solitary taping, which do not make good story material in any way, but 
which should not be dismissed for that reason, such as use in the car, or simply the ability to 
re-listen songs from the radio at will.

There is no credit-giving involved in solitary mix taping, and none is necessary. In 
this regard it is like updating the decorations in one’s house (if one lives alone) or like writing 
a diary. Such activities are undertaken because they are in some non-social way rewarding. 
As explained in the third chapter, this does not undermine the case I am making for the 
importance of credit-giving to the persistence of cultural practices, because the difference 
between a solitary and a social practice is a crucial one. In social practices, the motivation 
to engage in an effortful activity, however enjoyable in itself, may be quenched if one’s sense 
of the value of one’s contribution is not shared by others. Or alternatively, the motivation 
to an activity may dissolve if others recognize the value of one’s contribution, but enjoy it 
without acknowledging the efforts of the contributor, which constitutes what economists and  
biologists call ‘free riding’. Solitary practices do not have these constraints.

33: Warum ich diese Kassette zum Thema Selbstständigkeit aufgenommen habe? Ich habe früher schon gerne 
Themen, die mich beschäftigten, mit Musik ausgedrückt und mich selbst mit Musik “geheilt”. Musik spielt bei 
meinem emotionalen Sebstmanagement eine grosse Rolle (my translation)
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Conclusion

The cultural practice of mix taping, as I have analyzed it, falls apart in two main  
sub-practices, namely a gift practice and a solitary practice. In terms of credit-giving, the  
solitary practice is the less interesting one. No credit-giving is necessary, because there is no 
one to challenge the mix taper’s assessment of the value of his or her pastime, and there is no 
one who could reap the benefits of the mix taper’s work without acknowledging his or her 
efforts. My analysis of credit-giving in the gift taping practice is much more complex. I have 
looked at gift taping from three different angles. I have interpreted it as creating a work, as 
making a gift, and as referring someone to new music.

Each of these angles implies a different kind of credit-giving. Taken as a work, the 
mix tape invites the recipient to admire the mix taper’s skill, and to contemplate the resulting 
cassette. Viewed as a gift, a mix tape should be accepted with gratitude, and its reward should 
appear organically within the relationship between mix taper and recipient, in the form of 
affection. If the mix tape is understood as an example of the skill of the reference person, the 
mix taper deserves acknowledgement and a certain amount of prestige for his or her musical 
knowledge and helpful intent. Because a mix tape can be all of these things – a work, a gift, a 
schoolbook – the style of credit giving that underpins mix tape gift practices is a mixture of 
all these kinds of credit-giving.

I should stress, however, that this mixture will be different for different mix tapes. In 
my efforts to forefront the particularity of each cultural practice, I must not fall into the trap 
of assuming that each of these particular practices is homogeneous. A gift tape presents its 
recipient with a question: “what precisely have I been given?” It may be first and foremost 
a declaration of love, or a carefully fashioned musical journey, or a hint that the recipient’s 
musical taste could use some refinement, or many other things. A gift tape is always a singular 
event within a relationship. It needs to be interpreted, and the recipient needs to establish 
what credit-giving it deserves.

This analysis of credit-giving in the cultural practice of mix taping is rather intricate. 
It takes several pages of explanation to present it clearly. Furthermore, the analysis above is 
an attempt to make explicit some of the tacit knowledge that underpins a practice. In terms 
of ease and clarity of presentation, my account of credit-giving in the cultural practice of mix 
taping is no match for the theme that occupies so many of the mix tape story writers, namely 
that mix taping is an art. I have proposed that the emphasis which mix tape story writers place 
on this theme may be a response to the pervasive influence of the (anti-)commercial theory 
of appropriate credit, which makes artists solely responsible for listeners’ enjoyment of music, 
thus leaving no role of importance for the mix taper. I will return to this point in the following 
chapters.

If declaring mix taping an art is indeed a tactical response to this issue, it may well be 
an effective one. Nevertheless, something is lost in the process, namely the ability to recognize 
anything other than creation as a valuable contribution to a practice. To make a gift that ani-
mates a relationship, or represents it, or gives it a new direction; to skillfully draw someone’s 
attention to music of which they were not previously aware; or to externalize or manage one’s 
emotional identity, these things are important in their own right. But their value cannot be 
acknowledged as long as any contribution to a practice must be re-conceptualized as creation 
before it can be seen as valuable.
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In this chapter, I have shown for the case of mix taping how the details of a  
practice matter for determining where credit is due. The nuances which my empirically  
oriented piecemeal approach brings to light would be lost to an analysis departing from the 
dominant view, namely the commercial theory of appropriate credit. These nuances could not 
be recognized either by the simple ‘no credit necessary’ theory of appropriate credit which is 
implicit in generalized artistry. The same criticism applies to sharing economy approaches, 
which start from the assumption that a single, overarching theory of appropriate credit can 
and must be formulated, which is adequate to all cultural practices. The value of mix taping 
can only be recognized in the details that are particular to this practice. In the following 
chapter, I will bring the same approach to bear on another cultural practice, namely that of 
remixing within the ccMixter online remix community.




