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Chapter 5

Contributions and Attributions: 
The Case of ccMixter.

The words of encouragement I’ve gotten, such as when people drop me a note 
about using me in their weblog or doing a remix album of my work, or even 
using me in a school project, make me feel like we’re all getting somewhere. 
We’re all in this together -- and the music and the culture will gain from our 
efforts.34

Brian: Thanks to the community at ccMixter for all the inspiring remixes and 
support! We wouldn’t be here without ccMixter… seriously, that was our first 
real step as Trifonic. 
LT: Yes, thank you for all the encouragement and inspiration! I can’t wait to 
see what folks do with the Emergence multi-tracks.35

34: Spinmeister, Gurdonark (2008) “Interview with Gurdonark” eMXR: Spinmeister’s remixing blog 
http://blog.emxr.com/2008/08/interview-with-gurdonark.html Available 11-02-2010.
35: Spinmeister, Brian Trifon and Laurence Trifon “Artist Spotlight Q & A: Trifonic”  
http://ccmixter.org/artist-spotlight-q-a?topic=trifonic Available 15-04-2010.
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Introduction

Both of the citations above are about encouraging feedback, and about how important 
such positive reactions are. And to a substantial degree, so is this chapter. In order to be 
able to say something non-trivial about the importance of social feedback towards the end 
of this chapter, however, I need to depart from an entirely different concept, namely that of 
authorship.

Both citations are excerpts from interviews of members of the ccMixter online remix 
community. Each interview was conducted by another ccMixter member. The cultural prac-
tice of remixing at ccMixter is the topic of this chapter. I will investigate this topic by means 
of an analysis of the community’s website. Arguably, this case study has a more specific focus 
than the other two case studies. Whereas the previous chapter looked at mix taping in general, 
and whereas the next one will look at different kinds of deejaying, this chapter does not simply 
look at remixing. It concerns itself rather with remixing at ccMixter, a particular online remix 
community. There are other communities and mix challenges on the internet.36 What, then, 
makes ccMixter so different that remixing in this case can be considered an autonomous 
practice?

All sonic content, such as samples or compositions, which users upload to ccMixter 
is licensed under the creative commons alternative copyright system. More specifically, it is 
licensed in a way which stipulates that its reuse in derivative works is allowed. Traditional 
copyright presumptively disallows the making of derivative works by others than the copy-
right holder. Unless the remixer severely limits his or her creative options, remixing is an 
illegal endeavor. At ccMixter, this constraint is lifted. As a result, a different kind of remixing 
practice has developed at ccMixter; one that deserves to be called a cultural practice in its 
own right. 

This chapter takes an apparent paradox as its point of departure. At ccMixter, upload-
ers make a list of which previously existing materials they have reused for a new composition. 
Whenever community members or visitors access this composition through its own ‘song 
page’, they will see its ‘parent works’ listed there. To be sure, the myth of original artistic 
creation has been unmasked as a fallacy many times over, especially in the fields of literary 
studies and law. The consequences of this fact for our ideas about authorship have also been 
much discussed (see e.g Barthes 1977, Martindale 1990, Luttingen 2002, Vaidhyanathan 2004, 
MacFarlane 2007, Lessig 2004, 2008). Despite all this scholarly attention, the idea of original 
creation remains extremely powerful. What is more, it continues to underpin western notions 
of authorship, as I showed in the first chapter. But in an online remix community such as 
ccMixter, the fact that all creation is in some sense appropriation is blatantly obvious. Reuse 
of musical materials is the very concept behind the site and this is made explicit on virtually 
every page. There is no place left for the myth of original creation.

One would expect, therefore, that the notion of personal authorship, deprived of the 
myth that underpins it, would begin to wither away, and that the attribution of works to 
an author would become less important. What actually happens, however, is the opposite. 
Community members are extremely careful to attribute all the materials they reuse to the 
‘original’ uploaders. In fact, this is only one of several ways in which they pay homage to 

36: ACIDplanet.com: Your world of music http://www.acidplanet.com/ Available 23-06-2010. 
Remix Comps http://www.remixcomps.com/ Available 23-06-2010. 
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fellow ‘mixters’ who have contributed works. The question from which I depart, therefore, is 
this: in what form does a notion of authorship survive at ccMixter, and for what reason?

In what follows, I will first provide introductions on remixing, the creative commons 
movement, what the ccMixter website looks like, and what is specific about the ccMixter 
remix practice. After this, I will return to the paradox outlined above and describe it in more 
detail. This description will then be the starting point for an analysis of ccMixter’s specific 
style of credit-giving, which will be the topic of the remainder of the chapter.

About remixing

The term “remix” is used for a variety of more or less interrelated phenomena. Two of 
its main uses are important for the way the term appears in ccMixter. In its narrower sense, 
the word can refer to an alternate version of an existing song. In its broader sense, it denotes 
any music which incorporates fragments of preexisting recorded sound. That is, the word 
“remix” is sometimes used as a synonym for “sampling music”. A third, still broader usage, 
where the term “remix” is also applied to non-musical phenomena is of little relevance in the 
context of this chapter. The broader and the narrower use of the term, then, refer to different, 
if overlapping, musical practices, which both come with their own history.

The practice of remixing in the sense of making an alternate version of a preexisting 
song has its roots in Jamaican dub music, which is also in many ways the birthplace of con-
temporary dance music, deejaying, and turntablism (Hebdige 1990, Veal 2007). For its dance 
parties, dub music made use of so-called “sound systems”, a mobile precursor to present-day 
DJ-gear. Sound systems consisted of amplifiers, turntables, mixing equipment, and a micro-
phone. The experience of dancing to music played over a giant sound system differs markedly 
from the experience of listening to music on the radio or on a record player. Because most 
music was produced for the latter purpose, dub DJs developed a practice of using what fil-
ters, equalizers, and effects they had available to make the sound more appropriate to their 
practice. Engineer and producer Osbourne Ruddock, better known as King Tubby, is usually 
credited as the first remixer.37 He released alternate mixes, or “versions” as they were initially 
called, on record from 1971 onwards.

Practiced by artists like Grandmaster Flash and Coldcut, remixing spread and grew as 
an aspect of hip hop and disco music. In the early 1990s, it definitively broke into the main-
stream and became a commercially highly successful practice at the hands of producer, rap-
per, and all round businessman Sean John Combs, better known under the pseudonyms Puff 
Daddy and P. Diddy.38 In the second half of the 1990s, record companies embraced remixes as 
a way of augmenting revenue and opening new markets for artists. Remixing also developed 
into a social practice between artists.

The success of remixing as a practice among professional musicians was at its height 
as another trend was about to surge, namely that of the digital amateur home music studio. 
Throughout the 1990s, programs known as “trackers”, which enabled users to insert digital 
sound samples into a time table, were available for home computers. There was a lively, if 

37: “History of the Remix” (sound documentary) BBC Radio 1Xtra 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/1xtra/tx/documentaries/remix.shtml Available 15-04-2010.
38: Ibidem.
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somewhat diffuse, community on the internet, where people exchanged productions crafted 
with these programs (Lysloff 2003). Around the turn of the century, however, a new genera-
tion of software appeared which dwarfed its predecessors both in terms of ease of use and in 
terms of the professionalism of the results it enabled. With programs such as ACID, Cubase, 
and Logic, amateur musicians could manipulate digital samples in a variety of ways, as well as 
record non-digital instruments.

Amateurs without turntable skills could now produce their own remixes and rework 
the originals more thoroughly than had been possible before. They could also build their 
own compositions from scratch. Between these two options lay a continuous spectrum of 
degrees to which preexisting music was reworked, reused, or cited. With the exploration of 
this spectrum by amateurs and professional musicians alike, the meaning of the word “remix” 
broadened to the point where it could be applied to any new piece of music which reused 
samples of previous music.

Thus the specific practice of remixing became hard to distinguish from the broader 
practice of digital sampling. The sampling of recorded sound has its roots in the era of mag-
netic tape. From the later 1950s onwards, composers such as Pierre Schaeffer, John Cage and 
Edgar Varèse used tape to create collages of sounds (McLeod 2005: 81). In popular music, the 
Beatles song “Revolution #9” (1968) used a similar approach. With turntablism and dance 
deejaying, the derivative use of preexisting sound became more important. However, it was 
only with the advent of digital home recording that sampling attracted widespread attention. 
In 2005, Wired Magazine released a theme issue on remix culture, with the tag line “rip, mash, 
sample, share”. It identified digital sampling as an increasingly central aspect of culture in ge-
neral, and thus gave remix a third meaning, namely that of “reuse in any medium or context”.39

One sub-practice and one particular case deserve special attention as catalysts of this 
second surge of enthusiasm for remixing. The practice in question is that of creating mash-
ups. The mash-up is a special type of remix, namely one that combines two or more preexist-
ing songs. Overtly intertextual, the challenge of the practice is to make an unlikely combina-
tion of materials ‘work’ musically. The particular case that deserves special attention is that 
of DJ Danger Mouse’s Grey Album (2004). On this album DJ Danger Mouse (Brian Burton) 
combined the vocals of twelve songs of The Black Album (2003) by rapper Jay-Z with a musi-
cal accompaniment built up entirely out of samples taken from the Beatles’ White Album 
(1968). The Grey Album was by no means the first remix of Jay-Z’s album. As a result of the 
commotion that followed, however, it is certainly the most famous, as well as the one that has 
generated most attention from academics (Gunderson 2004, McLeod 2005, Duckworth 2005, 
Gunkel 2008).

Being fully aware that he would never be able to release an album-sized mash-up using 
Beatles songs commercially, due to copyright restrictions, DJ Danger Mouse proceeded to 
make his album anyway, for the pleasure of the pursuit. Subsequently, he made three thou-
sand copies which he distributed among his friends for free. The distribution of the album 
then took on a life of its own, spreading through P2P services. EMI, the rights holder to the 
White Album recordings, approached Danger Mouse with threats of legal action if he did not 
stop spreading The Grey Album and destroy all remaining copies. Danger Mouse complied 
(McLeod 2005, Duckworth 2005).

39: Wired July 2005.



89

The people who spread The Grey Album via P2P networks, however, did not comply 
with EMI’s cease and desist letters. Arguing that EMI used copyright law to stifle a new form 
of cultural expression, a collective that called itself “Downhill Battle” organized a protest that 
has become known as “Grey Tuesday.” William Duckworth writes:

[I]t consisted of a coalition of Web sites, brought together by Downhill Battle, 
all agreeing to post The Grey Album and make it available for free download 
for one twenty-four-hour period. Sites that were supportive of the protest but 
uncomfortable with the controversy surrounding the hosting of an “illegal” 
record were asked to turn their Web sites gray for the day. In all, some 400 sites 
and blogs participated, with 170 or more making the album simultaneously 
available for download. (…) When the historic online protest was over, more 
than one million songs had been downloaded, the equivalent of one hundred 
thousand albums in a single day. (Duckworth 2005: 150)

Thus the mash-up, and in particular the Grey Album, became a poster child for the 
kinds of creative possibilities that were endangered of being nipped in the bud by pervasive 
copyright. Here the remix and the anti-copyright movement come together, as they do at 
ccMixter. More recently, the documentary R.I.P.: A Remix Manifesto (2008) has reemphasized 
this connection. In the next section, I will discuss an influential source of criticism of perva-
sive copyright, namely the creative commons movement, which started ccMixter.

About the creative commons movement

As I explained in the first chapter, there is a substantial movement against the 
ongoing extensions of copyright. This movement has an activist component, which can  
build on a vast group of individuals, especially online, who sympathize with the idea of a 
well-protected commons, or who simply dislike the culture industries. The Grey Tuesday 
protest mentioned in the previous section is an example of this activist aspect of the move-
ment against pervasive copyright. The movement also has a strong academic component. A 
profusion of books and articles have appeared on the subject (See e.g. Boldrin & Levine 2002, 
Giollain 2002, Vaidhyanathan 2004, McLeod 2005, Gillespie 2007, Wilson 2009, Yung 2009).

Among the academic critics of pervasive copyright, Stanford law professor Lawrence 
Lessig is especially prominent. I extensively discussed his book Remix: Making Art and 
Commerce Thrive in the Hybrid Economy (2008) in the first chapter. This, however, is only the 
latest of his many publications on the issue (Lessig 2002, 2004, 2005, 2007). Aside from his 
academic and popular publications, Lessig also has a history of active engagement with copy-
right issues. He represented the petitioners in the Supreme Court case of Eldred vs Ashcroft, 
in which plaintive Eric Eldred challenged the constitutionality of the Sony Bono Copyright 
Term Extension Act (Lessig 2004: 213-256). More relevant in the present context, however, 
is the fact that he started the creative commons movement, which promotes an alternative 
copyright system, known as creative commons licensing. Free Culture (Lessig 2004) is the 
book in which he discusses this system and its benefits most elaborately.
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Lessig noticed that the term of copyright protection in American law had undergone 
several extensions. From an initial duration of fourteen years with an option to renew copy-
right protection for a second fourteen years, the term grew to seventy years after the death 
of a natural author or ninety-five years after publication for a corporate author (Lessig 2004: 
133-135). The reason behind this was a strong lobby on the part of media conglomerates 
whenever the copyright of the first generation of copyrighted works came close to expiring. 
Lessig concludes that, until the importance of a public domain receives renewed attention, the 
possibility that works pass into the public domain after expiration of their term of copyright 
has become entirely theoretical. Along with extension of its duration, Lessig shows, the range 
of copyright has also become larger. From an initial protection for books only (which was in 
practice applied almost exclusively to academic books), now all forms of cultural expression 
fall under protective legislation, and they do so presumptively, without any need for an author 
to register the work (Lessig 2004: 136-139).

Lessig further notes that the copyright on ever more works is held by ever fewer  
parties. With the common practice of authors and musicians signing some of their rights 
away to publishers and record companies, it is multinational media companies who hold most 
copyrights. What is more, as a result of a series of corporate fusions, copyrights are held by 
ever fewer, ever bigger companies. At the time when Lessig wrote his book, most of the music 
market was in the hands of only five major companies, namely Universal Music Group, BMG, 
Sony Music Entertainment, Warner Music Group, and EMI (Lessig 2004: 162). Since then, 
BMG has been taken over by Sony, and EMI is currently struggling.40

Finally, Lessig points to the fact that digital technologies make new ways of reinforcing 
copyright legislation possible. Companies may make works available in ways which disable 
certain uses, such as DVD’s which do not play in certain areas of the world, or copy-protected 
music CD’s, or music files which do not play on devices of competing hardware manufactur-
ers, such as the first generation songs from Apple’s iMusic store (Lessig 2004: 147-161).41

The threat that Lessig identifies is that culture at large is becoming the property of a 
few companies. This has two important consequences. The first is that these media companies 
gain a large amount of control over people’s access to culture. In this respect, Lessig refers 
to court cases against p2p software providers, where in his estimation copyright legislation 
is used in an attempt to stifle a new technology and maintain an existing business model, 
whereas in Lessig’s opinion the public should be able to reap the benefits of technological 
innovations and business models need to adjust to a new situation (Lessig 2004: 124-130). 
The second important consequence is that, with most cultural expressions privately owned, 
all kinds of creativity which include a re-use of existing cultural materials can only be engaged 
in when the rights on the reused materials have been cleared (Lessig 2004: 21-47, 170-172, 
Lessig 2008). This effectively makes much if not most ‘reuse creativity’ on the part of ordinary 
citizens illegal. As a very practical partial answer to this latter problem, Lessig introduces 
creative commons copyright licenses.

40: “Sony Completes Acquisition of Bertelsmann’s 50% Stake in Sony BMG:  
Music Company Becomes Wholly Owned Subsidiary of Sony Corporation of America”  Sony Corporation of America 
http://www.sony.com/SCA/press/081001.shtml Available 23-06-2010; “EMI needs fresh cash as licensing talks col-
lapse” Reuters http://www.reuters.com/article/idUSTRE62U2LK20100331 Available 23-06-2010.
41: “iTunes Store goes DRM-free” Macworld 
http://www.macworld.com/article/137946/2009/01/itunestore.html Available 23-06-2010. 



91

The idea behind creative commons licenses is that a content creator may reserve ‘some’ 
rather than ‘all’ rights over her creation. In American law, a content creator is by default an 
all-rights-reserved copyright holder, a right that she can partially ‘sign away’, for instance 
to a publisher or a record label. It is legally possible, therefore, for a creator to retain some 
aspects of traditional all-rights-reserved copyright, while waiving of others. Creative com-
mons licenses offer several options in this regard, formulated in legally valid prose and each 
with a sign, analogical to the famous ‘circle c’, to indicate type of licensing.

The six main licenses are different recombinations using a set of four logos indicating 
rights which a creator may wish to retain. An ‘attribution’ logo indicates that the licensed 
work may only be copied, distributed, displayed, performed or re-used in a derivative work 
with attribution to the right holder. A ‘no derivatives’ logo indicates that derivative works 
may not be produced. A ‘share alike’ logo indicates that derivative works may not be licensed 
under more restrictive copyright regimes than their ‘share alike’ licensed original. Finally, a 
‘non-commercial’ logo indicates that others than the right holder may not use the licensed 
work for commercial purposes. Each of the six primary licenses combines an “attribution” 
logo with one or two of the others. In other words, in a ‘some rights reserved’ creative com-
mons copyright license, the right to proper attribution is always reserved.42

I would like to place special emphasis on the fact that the element of “attribution” has 
this special place. Considered from a legal perspective, this makes sense for the reason that 
there is little point in a copyright license if no legal person is addressed as the right holder. 
Considered from a cultural practices perspective, however, it may be read as an indicator of 
the importance of attribution, or in other words, of giving a creator credit. The explanation 
of the “attribution” logo on the creative commons website deserves to be cited in this regard: 
“You let others copy, distribute, display, and perform your copyrighted work — and derivative 
works based upon it — but only if they give credit the way you request.”43 The creative com-
mons copyright system is a departure from the rigid “all rights reserved” copyright system in 
that it is adequate to a wider diversity of practices, because it affords a greater variety of ways 
of credit-giving. Its limitation, however, is that all these ways of credit-giving are based upon 
the notion of attribution, that is, of an acknowledgement of the relation between a creator and 
a work. The creative commons system too, therefore, helps to reproduce the idea that only 
creators deserve credit.

A substantial movement has grown around the creative commons copyright  
licensing system, including several websites which offer information on the cultural commons 
or which showcase works licensed under the creative commons system.44 The most active 
of these is ccMixter, a site where users share songs they have made using samples, a sam-
ple being a snippet of recorded sound. Because the very idea of sampling implies reuse, the  
affinity between sampling music and cc licenses is natural. Whoever reuses parts of other 
songs almost inevitably trespasses on other people’s copyright on both the composition 
(known as “the rights to the publishing”) and the recording in question. For the use of small 
portions of copyrighted works, American copyright law (contrary to Dutch copyright law) 

42: “About Licenses” Creative Commons http://creativecommons.org/about/licenses/ Available 16-04-2010
43: Ibidem
44: E.g. Creative Commons http://creativecommons.org/ Available 16-04-2010; Wikimedia Commons  
http://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Main_Page Available 16-04-2010;  
Jamendo: www.jamendo.com/en/ Available 16-04-2010. 
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provides the doctrine of ‘fair use’, which states that pieces on the order of magnitude of a cita-
tion may be reused without infringement for certain purposes, such as parody for example. 
This doctrine, however, offers less protection to makers of derivative works in practice than 
it does in legal theory. Threats of legal action often occur in cases where fair use is defensible, 
and they regularly succeed because the creator of a derivative work feel intimidated or cannot 
afford legal help (Heins & Beckles 2005).

The ccMixter website offers users something like a small-scale public domain devoted 
entirely to recorded sound. All recordings that are available on the website, from sample 
packs (collections of individual samples) to complete songs, can be re-used without copy-
right infringement. In this way, the site illustrates the importance of a public domain, by  
showcasing what creativity results when cultural materials are made freely available. What 
is more, music lovers who do not have the musical or technological competences needed for 
remixing can listen to, download, and share all this music for free without infringement.

In the previous two sections I have discussed the two main inspirations which led 
to the ccMixter remix community, namely the cultural practice of remixing/sampling and 
the creative commons movement. The next step is to investigate how these two things are 
combined in the practice of remixing at ccMixter. For this reason, the following section will 
provide a more detailed description of the ccMixter website.

What ccMixter looks like

The ccMixter website is quite a ‘large’ virtual space, containing thousands of individual 
pages and a great many functions. It is dwarfed, however, by contemporary social network-
ing sites such as MySpace and FaceBook, or by Sony’s ACIDplanet remix community. It is an 
extremely hyper-mediated and ‘rhizomatic’ virtual environment. Each page contains many 
links to other pages, mostly inside, but also outside ccMixter. Most striking about its web 
design is its unobtrusiveness and functionality. Hyperlinks appear in (mostly) bold letters, 
which may be black, soft grayish green, or soft grayish blue, and some types of text, such 
as reviews and forum entries have a soft grayish blue background. Bright colors are absent. 
Pictures and moving images are rare. Also, the site has no advertizing, which not only helps 
to make the site more pleasant, but also to make it safer (Zittrain 2008: 56). Because the site is 
too elaborate to attempt an exhaustive description, I will emphasize those aspects which are 
relevant to the analysis below. 

At many social networking sites, users get their own profile page when they sign up. At 
ccMixter, users get many pages, most of which will be visible to any visitor. There is a profile 
page, but there are also separate pages devoted to this user’s uploads, recommendations for 
other users’ songs, reviews of other users’ songs, playlists, and forum posts. Only pages for 
which a user has provided entries are made visible.

A member’s uploads page contains a list of compositions uploaded by that member, 
but this is not the only page devoted to his or her musical contributions. Two pages are de-
voted to each individual remix. On the first page (see figure 1 for screenshot) the song can be 
played (in the site’s music player) or it can be streamed from the site to the visitor’s own player. 
Also, because CC-licenses allow file-sharing, the remix can be downloaded by any visitor. 
Furthermore, the page lists information about the song, including title, artist, and duration, 



93

and possibly about featured other members and speed in beats per minute. The remixer can, 
and usually does, include a text of explanation, known as a “commentary”. It can deal with any 
topic, but mostly it describes the inspiration for the song, elucidates the feel or style that the 
mixer attempted to achieve, nods or bows to the people whose samples or a capellas are used, 
or gives the lyrics if there is a vocal line.

Figure 1: Screenshot of a song page, taken 23-06-2008.
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The remixer may provide additional information on the technological tools used and 
the compositional process to be accessed by visitors under a button marked “how I did it”. 
Below the explanatory text appears a block of tags which apply to the song in the mixer’s esti-
mation. These may include indications of tempo, instrumentation, technological tools, and 
style. They can be used to navigate lists of songs to which the same tag was attached. The page 
also displays the number of electronic recommendations the track received and links to the 
site members who recommended it. If the song is an ‘editor pick’ (I will explain this below), a 
red pentagram star and the text ‘editor pick’ will also appear.

Furthermore, the page prominently displays the creative commons copyright license 
which the creator attached to the track. As always with creative commons license icons, it 
links to the (human-readable version of the) license itself. Underneath the caption “uses 
samples from:” the license rights holders of used samples/a capellas are listed in the form 
of hyperlinks via which the visitor can navigate both to the used sample or to the member 
who provided it. The caption “samples are used in:” indicates the inverse relation. However, 
whereas the “uses samples from:”-section inevitably refers to other parts of the ccMixter web-
site, the “samples are used in:”-section may also list other websites, podcasts, video’s, or music 
albums which make use of parts of the track in question. Another small menu enables visitors 
to let ccMixter know when they have used or seen (aspects of) the track used elsewhere, and 
still another menu gives tools to bookmark, share, or embed the track. This is aside from the 
syndication buttons appearing in the general menu, which enable visitors to subscribe to an 
automatic feed which keeps them up-to-date when the content on a certain page changes. 

Figure 2: Screenshot of a review page, taken 23-06-2008.
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Finally, a list of recent reviewers links to the other page devoted to the song (see figure 
2 for screenshot). This page gives the reviews other members wrote about the track. The usual 
subject matter of reviews is compliments and praise. Occasionally, politely worded criticism 
appears.

Figure 3: Screenshot of ranking lists, taken 23-06-2008.
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The ccMixter website offers a profusion of different ways to interact with the same 
data. It especially makes a point of giving visitors (as well as members) easy ways to find the 
best songs. At least six ways deserve mention.

First, ccMixter has (had) at least nineteen members, called editors, who can ‘pick’ 
tracks they think are especially good. As mentioned above, this stamp of approval is shown 
on the page of the song itself in the form of a red star. Editor picks are easily accessed from 
the main menu’s in two ways. The first is via the menu made up of buttons which runs along 
the top of the screen in every ccMixter page that is displayed. One of these reads “Picks”. 
Navigating via this button leads a visitor to a page showing three hyperlink lists (see figure 
3 for screenshot). The first and longest is a self-updating list of the latest editor picks. The 
other two lists appear under the captions “What’s Hot Right Now” and “All Time Hot List”. 
How these are compiled is not explained, but it seems self-evident that they are feeds linked 
to a type of statistical data, possibly number of plays, listing the tracks most often listened to. 
These “hot lists” provide a second way of finding music. Their place on the site is surprisingly 
hidden, as they can be found only via one of the two “Editor Pick” buttons.

Editor picks can also be navigated via the menu which appears on the left hand side of 
the screen in every ccMixter page. There, under the caption “Editors’Picks” a feed is shown 
displaying the titles of the five latest editor picks as hyperlinks. Underneath this, a link reading 
“more picks” leads to a page more elaborately listing editor picks (see figure 4 for screenshot). 
For each ‘picked’ track it gives title, name and avatar icon of the creator, a short review text by 
the editor and the editor’s name or pseudonym, as well as a button that plays the track from 
this page, and an information button with which one can retrieve any other data about the 
track without navigating away from the page.

Figure 4: Screenshot of page with Editors’ Picks, taken 23-06-2008.
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Third, visitors are encouraged to browse the tags that creators attach to their track  
(as mentioned above). In the left hand menu, underneath the caption “visitors” appears a link 
reading “find music”, can be used to navigate towards a tag cloud. Fourth, the recommen-
dation system provides another way of finding the better songs. Recommendations cannot 
be found under one of the main menu’s, but they appear at the bottom in the song page of  
every recommended track. The screen names of the recommenders link to their respective 
recommendations pages in their profiles, which list all the tracks that this specific user has 
recommended. From here, a visitor can play or navigate towards different tracks recom- 
mended by this user.

Fifth, visitors can explore the ccMixter environment via playlists which have been 
compiled by members. The way playlists are compiled is generally less than interesting. 
They tend to consist of few tracks, usually three to seven, although playlists of thirty tracks 
and of a single track (enigmatically) are no exception. They are usually a compilation of 
a member’s favorite tracks. Some lists are dedicated to what a member thinks is her own 
best work. Thematic compilations are virtually absent. Finally, the possibility of serendipity 
surfing deserves to be mentioned. The ccMixter environment is a hyperlink rhizome where  
apparently everywhere connects to anywhere. The site does its best to maximize the chance 
that any page a visitor opens contains a link that seems interesting enough to click.

All this attention to helping visitors find the music they like is explicable, of course, 
from ccMixter’s political goals. The site supports an idea, namely that a creative commons 
from which material can be freely reused in derivative works is conducive to a culture which 
invites participation and which leads to interesting and creative cultural products. The mes-
sage that the ccMixter websites hopes to convey to the world, then, is that remixing under 
creative commons licenses leads to cool music. This message is best conveyed by enabling 
visitors to find the music they will most probably like as quickly as possible.

Several of these ways of finding music are based upon reward systems from commer-
cial pop music culture. The “Hot Lists” are analogous to hit charts. If we assume a visitor who 
navigates by the number of recommends tracks have accumulated, the recommends function 
is more or less analogous to audience voting on talent shows like American Idol. The editor’s 
picks are more or less analogous to the vote of the jury on the same talent shows. Thus, fami-
liar principles for deciding which music is ‘best’, which are an entrenched part of pop music 
culture in general, reappear at ccMixter; there is ranking, expert voting, and more general 
voting. This borrowing of familiar principles is convenient. The ways of navigating they afford 
will be immediately recognizable to a casual visitor, who is familiar with pop music in general, 
but not with the creative commons or this specific website.

In commercial pop music culture, charts, jury’s, and general votes also serve as a way 
of giving some artists credit for their work. Scoring a chart hit or winning a vote generates 
admiration and enhances the artist’s chances of financial gain. In all probability, receiving 
an editor’s pick, recommends, or a position on a “Hot List” are also quite rewarding for  
ccMixter members. But, in contrast to commercial pop music, the ccMixter community does 
not award these competitive prestige systems an overriding importance. The more or less 
hidden location of the “Hot Lists” most strongly attests to this. At the ACIDplanet remix 
community, according to its members, one sometimes encounters so-called “chart whoring” 
behavior, where members use their ability to rate and to comment on each others’ uploads 
strategically to acquire a higher chart position (Pinch & Athanasiades, forthcoming). At 
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ccMixter, social mores are impeccable, as I will show in detail below. It does not seem to be a 
very competitive place.

The same point is underscored by the relative absence of remix contests at ccMixter. 
The organization of such contests is a proven method for generating traffic towards a remix-
ing website. Remix contests tend to be organized around a single song by a professional art-
ist, from which different instruments and independently recorded tracks are made available 
in the form of a so-called “sample pack”. Participants are invited to download the sample 
pack, tinker with the samples, and send in the resulting remix. Many such competitions are 
organized by individual artists. The website www.remixcomps.com provides a long list of 
such contests, which is informally maintained by remix enthusiasts. Sony’s remix community  
www.acidplanet.com always features one or more remix contests on its home page, and 
lists around three hundred competitions under the category of “past events”.45 By contrast, 
ccMixter lists less than twenty remix contests among its past events, and most of these are 
from the early days of the web site. In other words, ccMixter is not dependent on the prizes 
and prestige of competitions for evoking participation. I will return to this point at the end of 
the present chapter.

It is worth noticing, finally, that the notion of the “reference person”, which I  
introduced in the previous chapter, is highly relevant to two of the discussed ways for  
disclosing ccMixter to visitors. In the case of editor’s picks, the editors of the site more or 
less behave as reference persons. In the case of the “recommends” system, all community 
members do. There are important differences, however, between these reference person roles 
and the one I described in the previous chapter. At ccMixter, references are not chosen with 
a particular person in mind. Whereas the mix taping reference person caters to an intended 
tape recipient, an editor or recommender draws the attention of a general and anonymous 
audience to a remix. In the case of a the recommender, moreover, the role of the reference 
person is no longer a specialist one. It is more or less generalized.

A capella-based remixing

The word “remixing,” as I explained above, generally refers to the practice of making 
an alternate version of a particular song. This idea animates most remix contests regularly 
occuring on the internet. In such contests, a ‘sample pack’, containing all the individual ‘tracks’ 
of a particular song or set of songs, is made available to remix enthusiasts, thus providing the 
building blocks they can legally use. Although ccMixter started out providing sample packs 
of particular songs and sometimes organizing remix contests around such sample packs, it 
quickly became apparent that this way of working made little sense when all available sounds 
were creative commons licensed. To limit oneself to the samples taken from one specific song 
when all samples could be freely reused made no legal sense, and as it turned out, to most 
community members it made little artistic sense as well.

The ccMixter community therefore gradually developed its own distinctive practice of 
remixing, in which the site’s sample collection was used as a single sample pool. Vocal lines 
took on a special importance. The ccMixter community developed a practice of using more 

45: “Contests” ACIDplanet.com: Your World of Music http://www.acidplanet.com/contests/?T=5027  
Available 16-04-2010.
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or less complete vocal lines or “a capellas” (often shortened to “pellas” by regular users) as the 
basis for an otherwise entirely new song. Now, samples can be found on the website under one 
button and a capellas under a another one.

These a capellas are often the vocal track taken from a multitrack recording or from a 
fully arranged ‘original’ song, but, crucially, this is by no means always the case. The person 
who records an a capella may simply have thought up a melody and lyrics, for which no 
accompaniment yet exists when she uploads the file. In uploading such an a capella to ccMix-
ter, she leaves the business of arranging and producing to others. Indeed, some vocal artists 
use a ccMixter membership to do exactly this.

In the cases where a capellas are indeed not taken from preexisting songs, a strange 
situation occurs: different ‘remixes’, which are built around the same a capella by different 
members of the community, are variations inspired by a single source, but they do not refer 
back to a single complete original song. The a capella in question likely becomes the ‘original’ 
in such a situation. It is sometimes referred to as ‘original’ by community members. But this is 
certainly no ‘original song’ in the traditional sense. Listened to on its own, it sounds awkward 
and incomplete. A remixer cannot choose to ‘stay true to the original’ in the same sense that 
the remixer of a complete song can. The status of the original is therefore problematic.

Some users of the website realize this. “Loveshadow” writes: “But this site is NOT only 
a remix site, it is a platform to create new works as in Calendar Girl’s case. There were no 
originals until CC people and visitors on her site made them.”46 Administrator “Fourstones” 
(Victor Stone) responds:

In fact, this is my not so secret agenda all along laid bare by Loveshadow. By 
featuring a capellas on this site and thereby giving them special status over and 
above just ‘samples’ we were hoping to attract producers who would otherwise 
not think of cc licensing in terms of traditional ‘remixing’, but really, as LS says 
‘a platform to create new works’
It seems all to narrow if all we were setting out to prove is that CC licenses 
enable great dance remixes. The point of the site was to prove that sharing any 
previously recorded content for any musical context or genre will lead to better 
music, period.47

 
Indeed, songs uploaded to ccMixter span a broad range of musical genres. Also, songs which 
are not in traditional remix genres such as hip hop and dance tend to receive all the more 
praise from editors and reviewers.

The relation between different compositions based on the same a cappela, if it is not 
taken from a preexisting song, is something unprecedented. We might call different remixes 
of the same original song ‘sibling works’, and use the term ‘parent work’ for the original in 
question. If we think along these lines, then we can see what is strange exactly about the rela-
tion between different mixes based on the same a capella. The relation of both works to the 
‘parent work’ is different. It is not a relation of derivation, but of completion. The resulting 
‘sibling-relation’, too, is therefore subtly different. Let me call this specific way of remixing 

46: “My Views on the RFP and the Future of ccMixter” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/thread/1482 
Available 16-04-2010
47: “The Clarification Thread” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/thread/1516 Available 16-04-2010.
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– basing new compositions on a capellas – ccMixter’s a capella-based remix practice. This 
practice enables new forms of musical collaboration, as is most forcefully shown by the 
Calendar Songs project.

Collaboration and the commercial product: the case of Calendar Songs

In October 2006, London based singer-songwriter Tamara Barnett-Herrin, known at 
ccMixter as Calendar Girl, posted a challenge to herself and the remix community both on 
the ccMixter website and on her own website for the Calendar Songs project: “I write one 
song a month. You remix and feedback. We make a record.”48 The result is a collection of some 
400 remixes, based on twelve a capellas which are each named after the month in which they 
were composed and posted online, and an album with a selection of twelve songs which is 
commercially available both as a download and a physical CD. At the same time, most of these 
mixes can still be legally downloaded for free and shared. The majority of the mixes were sent 
in by members of the ccMixter community.

In an interview with Tamara Barnett-Herrin on the ccMixter website she explains 
what inspired her to start the project:

I was tired of writing demos only to hit a wall. I’d produced two demo CD’s and 
I was giving them to people but I wasn’t really hustling them around. That scene 
kind of turns my stomach. I’m not afraid of playing people my songs but it feels 
so uncomfortable to sit in someone’s office and sell yourself. I’d rather my songs 
speak for themselves but there’s only so much talking they can do when they 
sit in a pile of CD-Rs in someone’s bedroom, or lost in the mail, or whatever.49

The Calendar Songs project, then, is an inventive way of negotiating a tension which 
has been ingrained in popular music culture at least since the ‘artistic turn’ in the late 1960s, 
of which I spoke in the second chapter. On the one hand aspiring artists want to have profes-
sional lives as musicians, to have their music be known, to be known for their music, and to 
have the artistic status that tends to go along with this. On the other hand, dealing with the 
recording industry and with the commercial side of things often presents a problem. The idea 
of ‘selling oneself ’ clashes with the bohemian side of the artist. To the aspiring artist it can be 
difficult to reconcile such commercial self-presentation with her vision of what she actually 
aspires to.

In this field of tensions, Calendar Songs makes a bold choice, opting to retain some 
aspects of artistic status and to forgo others. While reproducing much of the l’art pour l’art 
bohemianism of the pop artist, its disdain for the music industry and its fear of ‘selling out’ 
and ‘going commercial’, the project strongly undermines the cult of originality. There are 
precedents for such a strategy. Most notably, the cult of originality was forcefully attacked 
by the Dada movement, and especially by Marcel Duchamp with his ‘readymades’ (Judovitz 
1998). This criticism of the myth of original creation did not, however, entails a complete 

48: “Calendar Songs” http://www.vol1.calendarsongs.com/ Available 16-04-2010.
49: “Artist Q & A: Calendar Girl” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/artist-spotlight-q-a?topic=calendar-girl 
Available 16-04-2010.
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break with romanticism. The Dada artists were very much Bohemians, for example, and they 
firmly believed in the romantic idea of the artist as a seer, whose view, and whose diagnosis 
of the present especially, was more encompassing than that of average people (Richter 1965). 
The cult of originality provided a standard of artistic excellence for romanticism. The Dada 
movement broke with this standard, but it also put other standards for artistic excellence in its 
place, and thus prevented the erosion of the concept of the artist.

In this respect, the case of Calendar Girl is similar. She cannot even claim to have 
full artistic control over her album. But on the point of artistic control she unambiguously 
remarks:

Screw it! What’s the point of preciously guarding your work? Let it go, let me 
interact with and mutate it. As a listener and a fan I want to hear different 
interpretations of my favorite artist’s work! I’m curious about it. And I think 
by opening up your work to interpretation, people will respect your vision as 
an artist, and your opinion, more highly. People respect that bravery. At least 
I do.50

 
In the new digital age, an artist worthy of the name is someone who takes part in a  
communicative process of continuous reinterpretation. To connect with this process, rather 
than to try and shield one’s work from it, is a standard of artistic excellence, a ‘brave move’.

For commercial reasons, however, the Calendar Songs project does not stay clear of 
the notion of originality and of an original work altogether. The final album “Calendar Songs 
Volume I” can be bought, and the ‘original songs’ have been registered in the U.K. with the 
Performing Rights Society, which collects royalties for musicians. The original songs, in this 
case, are not the a capellas, but very sparsely arranged versions which can be listened to at 
the Calendar Songs website. The originals in question, however, are far from album material. 
Therefore, their status as originals, although legally binding, is artistically and commonsensi-
cally questionable.

The rights to the originals are exclusively held by Tamara Barnett-Herrin herself, but 
the royalties she collects in this way are shared with the remixers in question:

I had a license agreement drawn up. When you want to release a compilation 
record you license music from different artists and labels so this is exactly the 
same principle except that the license is directly made with each remixer/artist. 
The license states that the new recording we made together is a 50/50 co-write. 
Remixers shouldn’t get a one-off fee and not see any publishing. Especially in 
this case where brand new music was written for my ‘pellas.51

 
This solution is illustrative for ccMixter’s extreme sensitivity to artist’s moral and legal 
rights, which we encountered above in the form of ccMixter members’ great care to attribute 
reused materials to the original uploaders. The Calendar Songs project, then, provides  
another illustration of ccMixter’s attribution paradox. Tamara Barnett-Herrin’s authorship 

50: “Artist Q & A: Calendar Girl” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/artist-spotlight-q-a?topic=calendar-girl 
Available 16-04-2010.
51: Ibidem.
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is under threat from ‘competing claims to authorship’ to the point where she cannot even 
wield full artistic control over her album. Her response is to give these ‘competing holders of 
authorship’ their due as transparently and fairly as possible. This very refusal of the status of 
solitary and original creator then becomes a saving grace and makes her a much respected 
artist.

Looking at the a capella-based remix practice, and the way this practice was enlisted 
to create a more or less traditional album in the Calendar Songs project, has given us a better 
idea of how remixing works at ccMixter. This is a specific practice, to which the general terms 
of the commercial theory of appropriate credit are not entirely applicable. From the vantage 
point of the commercial theory of appropriate credit, ccMixter’s attribution paradox is an 
insoluble riddle. Looking at the specificities of the cultural practice in question, the pheno-
menon is quite explicable. This preoccupation with fairness in attribution is simply one aspect 
of ccMixter’s particular style of credit-giving. Let me now discuss this style of credit-giving in 
more detail, and return to the paradox mentioned in the introduction.

The ccMixter attribution paradox

At ccMixter, the myth of original creation is radically undermined. One would expect 
that the idea of authorship would suffer accordingly, and that the importance attached to attri-
bution would decrease. What happens is rather the opposite. The attribution of preexisting 
contents to the ‘original’ uploaders by ccMixter community members is remarkably careful. 
Let me call this ccMixter’s attribution paradox.

The statement that the ccMixter website undermines the notion of original creativity 
deserves some extra explanation. This undermining happens in several ways. First of all, the 
site makes it very obvious that it is about the reuse of preexisting sonic material, as is made 
clear to visitors in a variety of ways, ranging from the cc-license symbols, which can be found 
on any page, to the tagline under the site’s logo: “Download, Sample, Cut-up, Share.” Second, 
the a capella-based remix practice, which has developed at ccMixter, and which accounts for a 
substantial part of its remixes, is always explicitly collaborative. Third, and most importantly, 
reuse is indicated by attribution.

Such an attribution consists of a hyperlink to the musical piece from which material 
was taken, which appears on the song page of the new composition under a caption reading: 
“Uses samples from:” On the song page of the reused composition, meanwhile, a caption 
appears that reads: “Samples used in:”, under which a hyperlink to the new upload can be 
found. Thus, in the more interesting cases, a network, or rather a rhizome of relations of deri-
vation comes into being. This ‘rhizome of reuse’ also brings into focus the paradoxical aspect 
of ccMixter’s recycling aesthetic. On the one hand, it undercuts the myth of original creativity, 
leading one to expect that the importance of attribution is dwindling. On the other hand, 
all the reused materials in question are attributed to their ‘original’ uploaders. If ccMixter 
members had not done this with great care, this network of links would not have existed at all.

From the vantage point of the commercial theory of appropriate credit, ccMixter’s 
attribution paradox poses an insoluble problem. Attribution, according to such a view, con-
nects a work to a name, and thus attests to the inseparable bond between an original creator 
and a work. On the one hand, attribution underpins the legal construction of copyright, which 
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seeks to give original creators financial compensation when their work is exploited or reused. 
In most cases, such financial compensation does not happen at ccMixter. On the other hand, 
attribution makes clear who is appropriately entitled to the admiration and praise evoked by a 
particular work. It does so by naming the creator. But in the ccMixter system, attribution falls 
to whoever has uploaded the material one reuses, even if this person has derived that upload 
from a previous one. In this way, homage is not only paid to creators of new music, but also to 
mere changers of existing music. According to the commercial theory of appropriate credit, 
such homage, besides being inappropriate, is also inexplicable. Original creators allow copy-
ists to benefit from their work, and, through the act of attribution, producers of derivations 
willingly make a display of their artistic inadequacy.

But if we look at ccMixter’s attribution paradox from a different angle, leaving  
general theories of credit-giving aside and focusing instead on the specificities of the practice 
in question, the riddle disappears. The ccMixter community’s preoccupation with attribution 
is simply an aspect of its particular style of credit-giving. To have one’s work reused with 
attribution is, in a sense, an honor for the uploader of the ‘original’ material, and an indication 
that the material in question is valued and appreciated. Also, by being transparent about who 
deserves credit for what elements in a composition, the remixer averts the risk that his or her 
derivation might be read as an act of free riding. Thus, attribution plays a role in making sure 
that the enthusiasm of a ccMixter user is not eroded by free riding or low valuation of his or 
her effortful contribution.

Attribution, however, is just one aspect of ccMixter’s style of credit-giving. In the  
following sections, I will analyze this style of credit-giving in detail, taking a closer look at 
attribution, and then going on to discuss the norms of praiseful reviewing and modesty, to 
which ccMixter members consistently adhere.

Attribution, and the genealogical relation between works

There are three aspects of attribution at ccMixter to which I would like to draw  
attention. The first is its place in the creative commons copyright system. As I explained above, 
there are six main creative commons licenses, which combine basic four elements in different 
ways. These elements are “attribution”, “non-commercial”, “no derivatives”, and “share alike”, 
which respectively bind anyone who reuses the work in question to append an attribution, to 
use it only for non-commercial purposes, to leave it as it was, or to use the same copyright 
license for derivatives. Only one of these elements appears in all six licenses, namely that of 
attribution. This is because attribution is central to the functioning of any copyright system. A 
copyright license must always identify a legal person as the rights holder, or it will be unclear 
to whom the rights in question belong.

In part, therefore, ccMixter’s preoccupation with attribution must be explained from 
its dedication to the creative commons copyright system. The site is both a remix community 
and a promotional tool for the creative commons movement. It can only be successful in the 
latter respect if its members make proper use of the system. Attribution therefore serves a 
double purpose at ccMixter. Within the community, it helps to keep members motivated, 
whereas for the outside world it produces a display of the successful application of an alterna-
tive copyright system.
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Secondly, I would like to emphasize that attribution at ccMixter is an effort distributed 
between community members and the website as such. Some of its aspects are materially 
encoded into the architecture of the website as such, whereas others are underpinned by the 
norms of community. The website makes attribution easy. If the uploader of a new composi-
tion fills out the information sheet necessary to create a song page, he or she will be asked to 
identify the sources of reused material in the process. A software tool retrieves information 
about the reused uploads, and displays this on the new song page in a consistent format. In 
this way, a minimal effort is asked of community members.

It is still the task of the remixer, however, to be aware of the sources he or she uses, to 
keep track of them, and to be honest about them when uploading a new composition. An act 
of assessment is also involved. It is impractical and superfluous to attribute every single-note 
sample. Therefore, sample packs are only indicated in the “uses samples from:” section in 
rare cases. A capellas and newly recorded instrumental solos, on the other hand, are always  
attributed. For in-between cases, then, a remixer must make his or her own decision. 
Presumably, a strong context of social norms is necessary to avert the danger that such  
decisions gradually come to fall ever more to the side of convenience. Some remixers, how-
ever, go further than they are asked to in their efforts to attribute fairly. They do so by writing 
about the vocals and instrumental lines they have reused in their song page commentaries, 
usually to praise the ‘original’ material.

Thirdly, and lastly, I want to draw attention to an interesting analogy, which one  
occasionally encounters at ccMixter, namely that between relations of derivation and  
relations of descent. Here is a particularly interesting instance, which deserves to be cited at 
some length, where “Spinmeister” explains the inspiration for his song “Unforgiven”:

This song has rather interesting DNA, although it uses only two tracks by 
other artists. Nonetheless, the whole history deserves mentioning, because  
that history served as the inspiration for this remix.

The DNA of this remix is:

On the father’s side: The midi file of the very handsome piano track by TheJoe, 
which in turn started its life as a piano accompaniment to an a capella track by 
Mandyleigh Storm.

On the mother’s side, it features the drop-dead gorgeous vocal track of Kaer 
Trouz, which in turn was inspired by a stunning guitar track by Loveshadow, 
which in turn was inspired by the lovely “Honeychild” a capella by Narva 9. 
(Italics in original)52

This passage makes an elaborate Spiel of the descent metaphor. It underscores the 
gendered division of labor on the website by referring to a male instrumentalist as “the father’s 
side” and to a female vocalist as “the mother’s side”, and it stresses the quality of the ‘DNA’ in 
question by praising the beauty of both parent tracks.

52: “Unforgiven” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/files/spinmeister/14847 Available 16-04-2010.
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Two aspects of this commentary merit attention. The first is that Spinmeister’s  
description of the origination of “Unforgiven” is highly self-effacing. He does not award him-
self a parental status. He merely brought the father and mother together, like a match-maker, 
or, perhaps more appropriately in this case, like an IVF doctor. This is striking, on the one 
hand, because it is a modest thing to do, and such modesty occurs frequently at ccMixter. 
I will return to this point below. It is noteworthy, on the other hand, because traditionally 
metaphors of descent and parenthood in art generally pertain either to a relation between 
artists (history of styles) or to the relation between the artist and his work, where the artist is 
the single ‘parent’ who has ‘given birth’ to the work. However, Spinmeister describes a relation 
between the three uploads, not their creators. This shows that the metaphysics of musical 
communication, which I described in the first chapter, is seriously undermined at ccMixter.

The second aspect of Spinmeister’s commentary that merits attention is the element 
of genealogy. Aside from his efforts as an ‘IVF doctor’, Spinmeister is also a genealogist, who 
has charted the family tree of his remix. I would like to take up the genealogy metaphor and 
extend it. In the citation above, Spinmeister performs an unusually elaborate act of genealogy, 
but in a sense every act of attribution on ccMixter is also an act of genealogy. Let me try and 
conceptualize genealogy in terms of participant ‘roles’.

I understand the role of the genealogist as one that consists in keeping track of an indi-
vidual’s place within a tradition, and giving his or her predecessors their due. Like the roles 
of creator and reference person, it is not bound to a single practice. Genealogists, in the novel 
sense I give to the term, appear in art music, for instance when a historian of musical styles 
traces the precursors of the style of a particular composer, or in popular music, for example 
when a critic, or the artist him- or herself, identifies an artist’s ‘influences’.

There is an important difference, however, between the way the role of the reference 
person functioned in the practice of mix taping and the way the role of genealogist functions 
at ccMixter. The genealogist is what I would like to call a “generalized role.” It is not subject 
to a division of labor. In the previous chapter, both trans-practical roles I discussed, namely 
those of the creator and of the reference person, were specialized. In both of these cases, 
giving credit involved an acknowledgement of the fact that the person in question was excep-
tional in a way crucial to the practice in question. Specialists stand out, and consequently they 
are often rewarded for their contribution with a form of prestige, as we saw is the case with 
both creators and reference persons.

The genealogical effort, on the contrary, is distributed over all community members, 
not to mention the website itself. The result, as we saw, is an impressive hyperlink rhizome 
through which the descent of any remix can be traced. But the role of the genealogist is not 
the only generalized role that plays a part in ccMixter’s style of credit-giving. In the next two 
sections, I will take a closer look at that of the reviewer.

Generous praise

If one considers the reviews that ccMixter users write in response to each other’s 
songs, a striking pattern quickly becomes apparent. These reviews are variations on praise. A 
substantial part of this is simple praise, packaged in short comments which reappear often, 
such as “great stuff ”, “great piece”, “really nice mix”, “this is awesome”, et cetera. Most reviews, 
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however, attempt to stay clear of this approach, which quickly grows tedious. They do so 
mostly in one of two ways (sometimes both). The first is to word one’s approval in a humoris-
tic and original manner. This occasionally leads to jocular interchanges. Generally, the humor 
in question is very ‘polite’ in character. In the example below, for instance, a reviewer who 
goes by the name of Narva9 exalts the scariness of a mix which has a dark and brooding 
atmosphere:

I think this one should come with a warning. It didn’t really scare me or  
anything, but others may not be brave as I am so they could easily be scarred 
for life. For instance, it may make some people (not me) need to check under 
the bed for monsters, sleep with the lights on or check the closet for evil elves.53

 
And the creator of the song, ‘Duckett’, responds:

My sincere apologies to all (not you) who may have been convinced that  
listening to this provides a conduit for spirits of utmost darkness and madness 
to slowly pervade the life and mind of the listener :P 54

The second way to make more of a review than a simple compliment is for the reviewer 
to be specific about what he or she likes. Whereas a humoristic review shows the writer to 
be a person of pleasant character, a specific compliment betrays the writer to be musically 
knowledgeable. Here are a few examples:

Nice work on it. Love the bass drum, perfect contrast between the beat and the 
smooth a capella. (‘DjiZ’)55

I’m liking the verse/chorus divisions; definitely better fitted to the pella, and 
that pluck track is a nice touch. (‘Duckett’)56

 
Relatively rarely, criticism or advice appears, and when it does it is usually worded politely or 
even hesitantly.

This culture of praise contributes to making ccMixter a friendly community. This 
sends out a positive signal about ccMixter and about creative commons politics in general, 
both to casual visitors and to newbie remixers, in line with the goals of the site. There is no 
doubt that the ccMixter community as it presently exists is indeed a friendly community, but 
it is also evident that extensive and strict moderation by the moderators of the site must have 
contributed greatly to this state of affairs.

Another aspect of ccMixter’s culture of praise is that it generates a positive discourse 
on the quality of the musical contributions to the site. Out of all the compliments directed 

53: “Reviews for ‘2:30 AM: The Old Asylum’” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/duckett/15457 
Available 16-04-2010.
54: Ibidem
55: “Reviews for ‘Miss Kiss Kiss Kiss’” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/AlexBeroza/15463 
Available 16-04-2010.
56: “Reviews for ‘Q - Take a look at me now – DjiZ remix’” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/djiz/15471 
Available 16-04-2010.
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towards individual songs emerges a kind of super-individual self-gratulation by which the 
ccMixter website helps to construct and maintain the belief in its own high musical stan-
dards. This is not to say, however, that ccMixter users set low standards for musical quality. On 
the contrary, musical quality is one of the site’s persistent preoccupations; a point to which I 
will return below. However, rather than receiving critical reviews, uploads deemed of inferior 
quality generally receive fewer reviews, or none at all.

Also, there is a reciprocity factor to this friendliness. The ccMixter website has no 
‘befriending’ function, unlike many other online communities. Interpersonal ties are well 
maintained, however, and the tool used most for this is reciprocal reviewing. The writing of a 
review, then, is not only triggered by a desire to vent one’s opinion on someone else’s song. It is 
generally also a matter of reciprocating the kindness of having had one’s own songs reviewed. 
Naturally, a friendly and supportive review begs to be reciprocated with another friendly and 
supportive review, rather than with an overly critical one.

Most importantly, however, reviews make sure that remixers will not have the experi-
ence of flinging their compositions, on which they have likely expended much effort, into a 
void. Reviews acknowledge the work of the remixer, along with its value and its connection to 
the person of the remixer. Reviewing, in other words, is a way of giving remixers credit. Most 
of the remixers on ccMixter have no immediate prospects of achieving stardom or substantial 
financial gain through making music. To keep ccMixter users active, the social capital which 
can be won in the community is in all probability indispensable. At ccMixter, social capi-
tal means receiving editor picks, recommends, and positive reviews. Among core members, 
uploading compositions and reviewing them reciprocally results in a positive feedback loop, 
which keeps members motivated. Less talented remixers, receiving little or no reviews, are 
more likely to lose motivation and become inactive members.

The citation below may serve to illustrate the importance of getting feedback on 
one’s uploads. Frank Carter III, a prolific uploader of a capellas known in the community as  
songboy3, says in an interview with fellow community member Victor Stone (“Fourstones”):

 
I wasn’t ready for the very vocal compliments about my vocal performances. I 
mean, I think I can sing and you have to put yourself out there for public con-
sumption but, the love I received and still do, completely blindsided me! This 
is gonna sound goofy, but I kinda feel like a minor celebrity on ccMixter.org. 
(...) But most importantly, my motivation now is just to see what the fantastic 
people of ccMixter.org will come up with if provided with new songs.57

This ccMixter user, then, is not shy about admitting that the praise he received 
in reviews has meant something to him. In saying that on ccMixter he feels like a minor  
celebrity, he makes an explicit analogy between ccMixter’s peer praise culture and the admi-
ration and fame that are won by the successful commercial pop artist. Admiration and love 
are the artist’s true reward according to the commercial and the anti-commercial theories 
of appropriate credit, as I explained in the first chapter. And this reward can be obtained at 
ccMixter, if only at a more modest scale than someone achieving fame in mainstream culture. 
But even more important than this kind of feedback, according to Frank Carter III, is another 

57: Victor Stone, Frank Carter III (2008) “Artist Spotlight Q & A: Frank Carter III”  
http://ccmixter.org/artist-spotlight-q-a?topic=frank-carter-iii Available 06-03-2010.
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type, which does not have an equivalent in commercial pop music culture. This is the joy and 
honor of seeing one’s contributions reused by others, which I already mentioned above in my 
discussion of attribution as credit-giving.

Reviews are also an important tool to turn newbie mixers into active members, that is, 
into uploader-reviewers. Here is an example in which site regular Scott Altham addresses a 
new member in an almost fatherly tone:

Welcome Simon, I see this is your first mix. Overall I like it, it has melody and 
placement with the vocals is generally very good. Gating [a recording tech-
nique originally used to filter out noise, B.J.] is a technique I personally really 
like, so there’s brownie points there. (…) These are just my personal sugges-
tions, clearly all of our tastes are different and in general your track is a great 
starter mix. Keep it up.58

 
Simon Latham responds, nuancing his newbie status and focusing on the shared love for (and 
knowledge of) a sound manipulation tool:

Thnx for your kind words, yep my first entry on ccMixter, been in this bizz a 
long time tho :) (…) Gating is a nice tool and so much easier then it used to be 
rigging up manually like I used to do 10 years ago. (…)59

 
And Scott Altham replies:

Ace, let’s see some more mixes! (I know what you mean re old style gating – lots 
of volume control). Cheers.60

This citation also illustrates a final point that deserves to be mentioned, namely the 
aspect of hierarchy internal to reviewing and praising. A distinction is possible between praise 
which is directed either ‘upward’ or ’downward’. The fatherly tone employed by Scott Altham 
to new member Simon Latham in the citation above is a clear example of ‘downward’ praise. 
Apart from the fact that his commentary shows his knowledgeability and his auditory per-
ceptiveness, it also reinforces his status as a site regular and his ability to judge the work of 
others with authority. However, this type of commentary is relatively rare on ccMixter. Most 
reviews praise in an ‘upward’ direction. In reciprocal relations of positive reviewing, commu-
nity members take turns giving praise, but they also take turns receiving it. It is to this side of 
the relationship that I turn below.

58: “Reviews for ‘Overboard (Simon Latham Remix)’” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/simon9191/15480 
Available 16-04-2010.
59: Ibidem
60: Ibidem
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Gratitude and modesty

Gratitude appears often in ccMixter’s review sections. There are four main reasons for 
thanking someone else in the review section. The first, and most common, is in response to a 
positive review. Here is a clear example of a conjunction between gratitude an ‘upward praise’. 
‘Loveshadow’ posts a review to a song by ‘Carosone’:

I can repay the compliment now. I love this. The chords sequence for this a 
capella Is very original and has a very Donald Fagan ‘The Nightfly’ feel. The 
instrumental part is cool so overall a great mix.61

 
And Carosone responds:

I loved Donald Fagan the nightfly when it came out back in 1981, I didn’t think 
of it while doing this but perhaps things work that way, unconsciously, so per-
haps you’re right. I have a little emotion, I mean: I am replying to Loveshadow, 
that is, the great Loveshadow, whose 12 songs I skipped through one after the 
other during an endless night some time ago! THX for posting a comment 
here.62

A second common occasion for thanks is when one’s work is reused by a fellow 
remixer. It is customary for providers of samples or a capellas to review mixes in which their 
uploads are reused, and when they like the new work, they sometimes show this through an 
expression of gratitude. The first example below is from a provider of samples and the second 
from a provider of an a capella:

Just noticed that you had included one of my tracks in this mix so thanks for 
putting me into this interesting piece of work.63

Cag, I can’t exactly tell you why I like this. It’s bizarre as hell! But there is  
something surrealistic, dreamy & quite soothing about it, simultaneously! 
Thank you! This goes in the data bank!64

 
The reverse situation, where a remixer is allowed to reuse nice material, is also regularly a 
reason to say thanks:

Love the clarinet!! I have used it for my weekly KlankBeeld (…) Probably will 
upload it to mixter later today. Thanks for sharing!!65

61: “Reviews for ‘When you said yes’” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/Carosone/15472 
Available 16-04-2010.
62: Ibidem.
63: “Reviews for ‘Ballistic Affairs’” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/frompast0/15438 Available 16-04-2010.
64: “Reviews for ‘Lovemix’ ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/cag/15489 Available 16-04-2010.
65: “Reviews for ‘Clarint (the black&white on it)’” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/stefsax/9081 
Available 16-04-2010.
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Thank you, your sharing and your permission to use your works.66

(…) You are only hearing the result of how I’m being inspired by all the great 
pellas I’ve heard. Keep posting the pellas and I’ll keep bangin’ ‘em  out… ;)- 67

It’s a real privilege to have materials of this caliber to work with!68

Finally, the simple fact that someone has uploaded a beautiful composition, and that 
a reviewer was able to hear it, may be sufficient reason for gratitude. Although instances of 
this are the least common of the four types of gratitude that I have distinguished, they are not 
actually all that rare. The indebtedness of the listener to the composer, which I analyzed in the 
first chapter of this dissertation, then, makes a surprising return here:

Lovely, ethereal and fragile. I’m a great fan of Sylvia’s songs… so thank you for 
giving it such a beautiful frame.69

Weird, hot, funky, and fierce! Lots of fun to hear. Thank you.70

Lovely and laid back. I like the jazzy earthy “she could be singing in front of 
you” feel. Thank you.71

You’ve really captured something here. A masterpiece of music for a tragically 
random act. Thanks.72

I am just becoming more and more impressed by the work you do, just very 
fine intelligent and emotional music that I always enjoy listening to, thanks.73

In the context of all this ‘upward praise’ and gratitude, it is unsurprising that modesty 
also makes a regular appearance. Consider the following two examples in which a remixer 
responds to a positive review:

WOW! After this , I will get shy in posting new remixes there in the future, but, 
as for tonight, I may go to bed!74

66: “Reviews for ‘Ballistic Affairs’” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/frompast0/15438 Available 16-04-2010.
67: “Reviews for ‘Take A Look At Me Now by J. Lang -HELLFIRE Remix)’”  
ccMixter  http://ccmixter.org/reviews/mykleanthony/15484 Available 16-04-2010.
68: “Reviews for ‘Show Me Something (A Capella)’” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/Songboy3/14805 
Available 16-04-2010.
69: “Reviews for ‘Ultima Vez’” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/scottaltham/15462 Available 16-04-2010.  
70: “Reviews for ‘Indian(mix)’” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/Droid/15466 Available 16-04-2010.
71: “Reviews for ‘When you said yes’” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/Carosone/15472 
Available 16-04-2010.
72: “Reviews for ‘Death of the Party’” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/gurdonark/15475 
Available 16-04-2010.
73: “Reviews for ‘Language of Birds (Last Man on Earth Song)’”  
ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/anchormejans/15452 Available 16-04-2010.
74: “Reviews for ‘When you said yes’” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/Carosone/15472 
Available 16-04-2010.
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Hats off? Thanks!!, I didn’t expect positive comments to this, it was just a quick 
example with sampled chords and so on…75

In fact, the few times that truly immodest statements appear, they are ironical. A mem-
ber who calls himself ‘Doghouse Riley’, for instance, always wields the same humoristic ‘pho-
netic mid-western’ style of writing. When reviewer Loveshadow complains:

I am sure this is witty and endearing or gorgeously twisted maybe tinkly and 
pretty but I can’t get this to play, so this is a temporary review until I can  
download and listen to it which might be in a couple of days or so (…) I have 
to say when I saw MC Squared in your notes I thought you had started rapping 
too.76

 
Doghouse Riley has no qualms to insert some self-aggrandizement:

Wail, ya done a purty good job summin it up already! Ceptin, a course, ya left 
out the “uber-geniotically brilliant” and “horror in the face of the void” parts. 
And I could not rap my way around a Christmas present. Yet. Or can I?77

To sum up, the review sections are pervaded by a culture of praise, gratitude, and mo-
desty. The ccMixter community norms are polite to the extreme. If we understand uploading 
and reciprocal reviewing as a crucial part of ccMixter’s style of credit-giving, the reasons for 
this are obvious. The reciprocation of pleasant reviews is instrumental in keeping all com-
munity members motivated. It confirms the value of the uploaded remix, and, by the same 
token, of contributing remixes in general; it makes clear that the listener is not a free rider 
who enjoys the song without acknowledging the remixer’s efforts; and it adds a pleasant social 
aspect to the fun of remixing itself. Now, let me try to summarize the findings above into a 
coherent analysis of ccMixter’s style of credit-giving.

Three generalized roles: remixer, reviewer, genealogist

I hope to have made clear that the cultural practice of remixing at ccMixter has its 
own particular style of credit-giving; one that is different from, and markedly less com-
plex than that of mix taping, for example. Crucial to this style of credit-giving is the fact 
that active ccMixter members are not only uploaders of new content. They also review and 
attribute. Each community member, in other words, combines three roles, each of which is 
crucial to the persistence of the practice. Let me call them the roles of remixer, reviewer, and  
genealogist. These are all what I have called “generalized roles”. Central to ccMixter’s style of 
credit-giving is a distribution of effort, not a division of labor.

75: “Reviews for ‘Straniera’” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/Carosone/15479 Available 16-04-2010.
76: “Reviews for ‘Does Time Matter?’” ccMixter http://ccmixter.org/reviews/Doghouse/15496 
Available 16-04-2010.
77: Ibidem
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Taken at face value, ccMixter is a community of creators. By uploading their  
compositions, they make these known to each other and to the general public. As I explained 
above, the ccMixter website is in many ways designed to make discovering new music easy 
for casual visitors. However, these casual visitors, who stand in a more or less traditional 
artist/audience relation to the remixers, seem to contribute little to the continuation of these 
remixers’ enthusiasm and activity. They do not provide praise or acknowledgement or any 
other kind of feedback. In fact, their very presence is almost impossible to discern. Providing 
feedback is a matter of remixers among themselves. This produces an important difference 
between ccMixter and commercial pop music culture. Among ccMixter community mem-
bers, the aspect of creativity is not subject to specialization (other than that between remixers 
and singers, who are united by the fact that there is an element of composing in both their 
types of contributing). On the contrary, this creativity is what binds them all together.

The fact that the role of remixer is a generalized role rules out credit-giving by simple 
elevation and admiration, such as happens in commercial pop music culture, where relations 
are based on a stable hierarchy. Both artist and audience recognize the superior status of the 
artist. The ccMixter community reproduces only one half of this relation. Reviewers, to a large 
degree, exemplify the ‘audience attitude’ of admiration and elevation. Because reviewing is a 
reciprocal activity, however, the result is not a stable hierarchy, but one that ‘flip-flops’. If party 
A reviews an upload from party B, then A will praise B, usually doing so as if departing from 
a lower hierarchical position. If B reviews an upload from A, on the other hand, B will praise 
A, again usually doing so as if departing from a lower hierarchical position. Meanwhile, the 
uploader of the reviewed remix will not confirm the existence of any hierarchical difference 
by assuming star status. On the contrary, he or she will be modest and will respond to praise 
with gratitude. To sum up then, all community members downplay their own position on 
the ladder of ccMixter achievement, whilst playing up the position of others. In this way, it 
becomes possible for all community members to receive pleasant reviews from their peers.

A generalized role of reviewer thus supplements the generalized role of remixer. For a 
complete picture of ccMixter’s style of credit-giving, a third generalized role must be added, 
which I have called that of the genealogist. I want to emphasize that my use of the word must 
not be confused with the Foucaultian research method. As explained above, I understand the 
role of the genealogist as one that consists in keeping track of an individual’s place within a 
tradition, and giving his or her predecessors their due. Like the roles of creator and reference 
person, it is not bound to a single practice. Western high art and art music practices both 
have an entire academic discipline devoted to the specialist pursuit of genealogical concerns, 
namely the histories of artistic and musical styles. In commercial pop music culture, genea-
logical concerns are addressed by a patchwork of different participants, such as critics and the 
artists ‘themselves’, for instance, when they identify musical ‘influences’.

There are important differences, however, between the role of the genealogist as it 
appears at ccMixter and the role of the genealogist in music culture in general. At ccMixter, 
for instance, the genealogical function is distributed between community members and the 
website as such. Also, ccMixter’s genealogical practice pertains primarily to concrete relations 
of derivation whereas in general genealogical concerns are first and foremost about relations 
of influence which are hard to pin down. Finally, attribution on ccMixter results in a com-
plete archive, so to say, of all relations of derivation between works uploaded unto the site. 
Genealogy in music culture in general, on the other hand, tends to result in canonization, 
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where the emphasis on certain great artists may result in a forgetfulness of once influential 
composers and musicians and of many artists who formed historical links which carried the 
‘influence’ of towering figures to the present.

Three generalized roles, then, make up the particular style of credit-giving that  
underpins the cultural practice of remixing at ccMixter. As long as a core group of community 
members takes on the triple role of remixer-reviewer-genealogist, they will work to maintain 
a pleasant social context for remixing, which undercuts the risks of free riding, which con-
structs its own practice as a meaningful one, and to which it is rewarding to contribute.

Conclusions

The foregoing lends force to my contention that the details of a particular cultural 
practice matter if we want to know who deserves credit for doing what. The ccMixter com-
munity ensures the persistence of its members’ enthusiasm by means of a style of credit-giving 
which is all its own. It differs markedly from the commercial theory of appropriate credit, 
which both elevates and isolates the artist in making him or her an object of admiration. The 
things that make contributing to ccMixter rewarding are rooted in reciprocal relationships 
between peers. Also, and more importantly perhaps, ccMixter’s style of credit-giving differs 
markedly from that of mix taping, which tied its practice mostly to intimate relationships 
between no more than two people. Different cultural practices, we can now conclude with 
confidence, do not all have the same style of credit-giving.

In the previous chapter, I showed that an emphasis on creation in the discourse on 
mix taping obscured many other aspects of the practice. A similar point could be made about 
ccMixter. When one first encounters the site, it is immediately clear that it hosts the works 
of many remixers, the role of remixer being the one which is most analogous to that of a 
traditional artist. It took a dedicated analysis of what made this community work to show 
that community members do not contribute the products of their efforts to this site merely 
because they feel driven to express themselves. As ccMixter members they are also reviewers 
and genealogists.

A fourth role could even be added, which is less relevant to ccMixter’s style of credit-
giving, but which should not be thought of as unimportant for that reason. This is the role of 
the reference person. Members of the ccMixter community help to disclose their site both to 
casual visitors and to each other. The reference person can be a specialist, in the case of the 
editor’s pick, or it can be another generalized role, in the case of the recommends system. The 
role of these systems in helping visitors locate the music they will most probably like is indis-
pensable to ccMixter’s overall political goals. Here too, then, the overemphasis on creation 
fostered by the dominance of the commercial theory of appropriate credit has a tendency to 
obscure all other kinds of cultural participation.

In the next chapter, I will look at a third cultural practice, namely that of deejaying, 
Starting from a comparison between DJs who use record players and Djs who use more con-
temporary technologies, I will once more investigate whether and how the details of a practice 
matter for the credit question.




