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Drum Machines and their Influence on Modern Music


In the realm of electronic music, various kinds of hardware exist to produce the music that is played throughout the world. The electronic process in some way affects all produced modern music. This is done through the usual recording process, or through actually modifying and enhancing music through both the hardware and software made for such purposes. Various kinds of filters and effects can be done to music sequences to form new sounds and styles. These innovations are constantly featured in today’s popular music and can be identified by the trained ear. The hardware involved with electronic music has become a large part of music production. Since the introduction of new forms of music technology, they have influenced and helped shape the sounds of the times. Advancements in this technology have helped in both perfecting and revolutionizing music and producing whole new forms of musical experience. It has also established the styles of music enjoyed today and has led to new ways of listening and enjoying music. One of the most influential pieces of hardware created for music production is the drum machine, also called a rhythm machine. It has been used throughout the 1960’s, 70’s, and 80’s and has helped produce the music that has become the foundation for today’s modern music. The drum machine continues to be used throughout the musical genres to help make the music of our time and influencing the sounds of future generations of musical styles. 


Drum machines are musical devices that have a bank, or set of musical sounds, of artificial or real percussion sounds. They also allow you to program and play audio data through a sequencer. The various sounds used in musical sequences can be easily managed through a convenient and user-friendly interface. However, this technology did not always allow for such interactivity between the user and the hardware. The first drum machines made in the 1950s and 60s were meant to be accessories to organs. The technology only featured pre-produced drum rhythms that could be played back to be accompanied with piano or organ playing (TechnoGuide). Eventually, the technology progressed to incorporate ways to create personalized rhythms and sequence them at the desire of the user. For this purpose in 1975, Roland Corp., a music technology manufacturer, made the first programmable drum machine. This started a wave in the production of drum machines, which gradually evolved into more advanced musical devices. In the 1980s, when technology made a shift towards digital data, more progressed drum machines came into widespread use in modern music and has since been a staple in electronic music (Beat Box). 
There are many featured sounds on a drum machine that one can use to produce rhythms for a musical track. Each model of these machines contains various combinations of percussion instrument sounds. There are also differences, depending on the type or model of the drum machine, in the way each element actually sounds to the listener. Many models may feature the same element but also have variations of them with different sounding pitches or frequencies in attempts to recreate different styles of actual drumming. Despite these differences, almost all models and types of drum machines have basic sets of sounds that the user can utilize in creating his or her own rhythm for their track or musical arrangement. Usually, there are drum sounds, cymbal sounds, and various other sounds that are featured on drum machines. Drum sounds include such elements as the bass drum, snare drum, snare rim-shot, high tom-tom, mid tom-tom, and low tom-tom. Cymbal sounds include elements such as the open high-hat, the closed high-hat, crash cymbal, and the ride cymbal. As additional sounds to be incorporated in drum rhythms, most machines include extra sounds that may not be found on actual drum sets. These sounds may include such elements as hand claps, cowbells, and wood block noises (Programmable Drum Machines). These various sounds basically allow the user access to a complete drum set all into one convenient and space saving interface. There are some drum machines which allow the recording of the user’s own sounds which further enhance the range of sounds that can be used with drum machines. The user can arrange the different types and kinds of percussion sounds and other musical elements to their liking and create complete drum rhythms for their musical tracks. 

Drum machines can produce and modify their sounds in various ways. The sounds from the drum machine can be made from mechanical sounds, analog sounds, and sampled sounds. Mechanical sounds are those which were featured in the original drum machines and used in prefabricated rhythms. Analog sounds are artificially created sounds made in attempts to recreate the actual sound of percussion instruments. Sampled sounds are those that are actually sampled from real instruments. These sounds can be modified or enhanced through the drum machine’s built-in sequencer, which can arrange the music in the way desired. To further modify the music created, drum machines have various ports that can allow for other devices to be connected to the machine. These additional pieces of hardware are able to enhance or alter the sound of the musical track by using various kinds of effects, equalization, and mixer settings (Beat Box). It is this interactivity and flexibility that drum machines provide that make them so popular in electronic music. Artists have been using them for decades and building upon techniques used in music production. 
Kraftwerk were one of the first artists who used drum machines in mainstream music in the early 1970s. The extensive use of drum machines in their music influenced later generations of artists and even began new styles of music. Other artists who used drum machines in their music were George Clinton, Gary Numan, and Afrika Bambaataa (TechnoGuide). Such artists and groups helped place the drum machine in its high position within electronic music.  


Drum machines became so extensively used that they even began new styles of music. Such genres such as hip-hop, house, techno, and all other forms of dance music wouldn’t even exist without the invention and development of this electronic device. The drum machine allowed for the pioneers of these genres to create their own rhythms and manage them professionally. It allowed them to polish their sound, give it distinction, and provide a beat to rock to. 
In hip-hop, where the style depends highly on the percussion rhythms, the drum machine has become one of the most important music devices in the genre. Hip-hop music was born through the innovative uses of electronic music technology. Hardware such as turn tables, mixers, and drum machines defined the sound of the music and made way for an entire influential culture to develop. The various styles of hip-hop music can be distinguished by its style and use of drum rhythms. Hip-hop made in the west side of the United States tends to have a more laid back rhythm, while hip-hop music from the South and Midwest tends to be more upbeat and with higher tempos. Hip-hop created on the East coast can range from the two extremes, intermixing the styles to produce definitive sounds. The characteristic of heavy or intricate drum rhythms indicates the incredible importance of drum machines in the production of such electronic music. 
Likewise, in other music styles in which hardware and software is rely upon to produce the sound of the music, the drum machine has been utilized to make the music move to a distinctive beat and rhythm. The sounds for such styles of music are so closely tied to drum machines and other hardware and software, that one need only a computer and necessary applications to produce music. In such cases, drum machines can now be purely software on computers to establish the track’s beat and other elements of percussion. As a result of the device’s versatility, it has been one of the most used pieces of electronic music hardware. Drum machines will not only continue to be a large part of today’s popular music, but maintain its influence in music to provide a further foundation for those musical styles to come. 


The invention and development of the drum machine has been a great influence in the field of electronic music. It has provided a platform in which new styles of music were pioneered and a foundation on which styles were influenced and developed. Its capability of easily producing percussion based beats and rhythms and its versatility in various styles of music is the reason for its widespread use within popular music. With today’s music features the extensive use of drum machined rhythms, tomorrow’s music seems as though it will carry on the traditions of the past and continue to develop new styles and genres with the musical backbone that the drum machine can produce. 
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