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would, it was nonetheless a massive debut success, ultimately selling over four million copies 

and spending six weeks at the Billboard top spot. Moreover, it was an important forerunner to a 

tectonic shift in the landscape of hip hop, carving out a new cultural stream whose aesthetic 

credo Shea Serrano describes as “We Have Money, Life Is a Party.”238  

 That Bad Boy ethos that shines through the lyrics and music video for “Can’t Nobody 

Hold Me Down” seems incommensurate with the world of the SUC, represented in part through 

living room recording sessions and bare-bones cassette tapes sold through a gate. Screw and his 

cohort were no aesthetic ideologues, nor were they pure aesthetic pluralists; after all, the central 

claim of this dissertation is that the screwtape helped shape a specific (i.e., non-plural) Houston 

identity through an iconoclastic denaturing of mainstream hip hop culture while remaining 

beholden to that culture in important and discernable ways. It is the gathering up and holding 

together of these dialectical forces that resounded so pervasively as embodying the place of 

Houston.  

 The screwtape Tales From the 4—the title a reference to Houston’s Fourth Ward 

neighborhood—opens with a roughly thirteen-minute rendering of “Can’t Nobody Hold Me 

Down.”239 The opening track on a screwtape sets an aesthetic tone for the rest of the tape— just 

as opening tracks do for most albums, as first movements do for symphonies, as first chapters do 

for novels (or dissertations). That this East Coast track, which would become the most popular 

 
238 Shea Serrano, “Why Puff Daddy's 'Can’t Nobody Hold Me Down' Was the Most Important Rap Song of 1997,” 

Jezebel, October 12, 2015, https://themuse.jezebel.com/why-puff-daddys-can-t-nobody-hold-me-down-was-the-

most-1735741259. Puff Daddy also had a hand in producing, and was an audible and visible fixture in, Notorious 

B.I.G.’s “Hypnotize” and “Mo Money Mo Problems,” and Mariah Carey’s “Honey.” The combination of these 

tracks, “I’ll Be Missing You,” and “Can’t Nobody Hold Me Down,” accounted for the number one Billboard song 

for twenty-five weeks in a twenty-eight week stretch in 1997. 

239 DJ Screw, Tales From the 4, 1996, cassette tape [unreleased] (released as Diary of the Originator: Chapter 2, 

Screwed Up Records and Tapes, CD). Find the excerpt here: FRL2000, “DJ Screw - Can't Nobody Hold Me Down 

(Puff Daddy feat. Mase),” YouTube, posted December 1, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B8AWlk40n_4. 

https://themuse.jezebel.com/why-puff-daddys-can-t-nobody-hold-me-down-was-the-most-1735741259
https://themuse.jezebel.com/why-puff-daddys-can-t-nobody-hold-me-down-was-the-most-1735741259
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=B8AWlk40n_4
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song in the country, could work as the table-setter to a screwtape whose title makes specific 

reference to representing a hyper-local place, might seem a dubious proposition.240  

 I use the future-perfect locution “would become” to avoid anachronism here, and to 

denote an important facet of Screw’s process. Tales From the 4 was probably made in late 1996, 

and every record I can find pertaining to the “Can’t Nobody Hold Me Down” single lists its 

release as 1997. The pressed versions of the single, however, all have a 1996 copyright, and the 

vinyl version of the single is almost certainly what Screw used on Tales From the 4 (see Figure 

3.4).  

Figure 3.4. 1996 pressing of Puff Daddy’s single “Can’t Nobody Hold Me Down.” 

 

 
240 We should note that track choices were often not made by Screw himself. People would commission tapes from 

Screw, and provide him with a pool of tracks from which Screw would sketch out the structure of the tape. 

Nevertheless, even those commissioning tapes did so with the understanding that the tracks they chose were subject  

to all of Screw’s manipulations. 
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 The point here is that the track was still on its initial ascent when it appeared on the 

screwtape. This is thus one example among many of Screw’s prescience for forecasting national 

taste, his being diligently up-to-date (he often procured advance copies of forthcoming albums), 

and of the screwtape’s dual role as a local radio station that kept many listeners abreast of 

popular trends in national hip hop on the one hand, and on the other as preemptively annexing 

tracks within the bounds of a Houston sound before the original became prohibitively ubiquitous. 

In other words, in late-1996, although Bad Boy’s role in affecting a cultural shift in hip hop was 

underway, the boundaries of whatever cultural place to which “Can’t Nobody Hold Me Down” 

belonged were still porous enough that, when subjected to Screw’s techniques, could be gathered 

in such a way that it transformed into a cultural artifact that was constituting and constituted by 

Houston. 

 At the outset of the tape, we hear a voice—which appears to be SUC member Dave—

exclaim “Playas gon’ strive, you suckers gon’ die,” at which point the full instrumental  of 

“Can’t Nobody Hold Me Down” enters the sonic fray.241 On the original, the instrumental intro 

lasts twenty-seven seconds before the start of the first verse; on Tales from the 4, the first verse 

doesn’t start until 3:39. In the meantime, Screw undergirds a combination of Dave’s rhetorical 

interjections and Screw’s turntable scratches with the instrumental version of the track. Dave’s 

shoutouts, which are fairly representative of screwtape shoutouts in general, continue as follows: 

You know, that’s how it go. Playas gon’ strive, nigga, and hustlas—‘gon keep it real … I’m 

hearin’ niggas say ‘playas:’ whatchu playin’ fuh? Shiiit. It’s real. I’m down with DJ Screw, 

nigga! And that’s fo’ life. What’s up Big Troy in the Fo’ [Fourth Ward]? You know I gotta put it 

down for the Fo,’ nigga … What’s up Jut? From the Clark to the Park [reference to Hiram Clarke 

and South Park, two Southside neighborhoods]; It’s all real. I’m from the Fo.’ This how we do it 

just like this here. [Extended sequence of Screw’s turntable work] It’s the Fo’ till the day I die. 

[More Screw turntable work]. 

 

 
241 We should note that both the lyrical refrain and sonic backbone of “Can’t Hold Me Down” are sampled from 

Grandmaster Flash and the Furious Five’s 1982 “The Message.” Itself a watershed track, the similarity (some would 

say theft) would be unmistakable to anyone familiar with the original. 
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Before a single rhyme from the original is heard, then, Screw gathers into the sonic frame the 

instrumental of the original, and, through the screwed tempo, turntable-isms, and Dave’s 

shoutouts, gathers out the original’s text, register, song-structure, length, and place of 

representation. 

 Screw’s turntable punctuations that close out the tape’s long introduction elide with Puff 

Daddy’s entrance at 3:40. The original track gathers more fully into frame during its first verse. 

As the pre-chorus emerges, Screw’s chops begin to intervene (see Figure 3.5). By the middle of 

the second verse, the coherence of the original track, and thus its potential to be gathered more 

fully, is forestalled through a flurry of distorting chops and backspins (see Figure 3.6). 

Figure 3.5. Original and Screwtape versions of pre-chorus to “Can’t Nobody Hold Me Down,” 

mm. 1-2.242 

M. 1 1 x y z 2 x y Z 3 x y z 4 x y z 

ORIGINAL   I get the feel- in' some- Times   it  makes me  won- der why y'all  

SCREW   feel- in' feel- in'     won- der won- der wa- nna' 

 

M. 2 1 X y z 2 x Y z 3 x y Z 4 x y z 

ORIGINAL wa-  nna' take us un- der (why y'all wa- nna' take Us un-  der)   

SCREW wa-  nna' un- der un- der (wa- nna' wa- nna' un-  Der un-  der)  I 

 

 As is always the case, a chop’s level of disruption correlates with the rhythmic profile 

and text of the segment being chopped. We hear a striking example in m. 6 of Figure 3.6. In the 

original track, Mase raps “spend time in H-A-double-U-A-I-I,” spelling out the word “Hawaii,” 

with a syncopated accent on the last “I” syllable landing on the second sixteenth-note of beat 

four. When chopped on the screwtape, the text becomes a jumble of “spend H/H-A-double-U-I/I-

 
242 Numbers and the letters “x,” “y,” and “z” in the top row represent sixteenth-note subdivisions of the meter. Red 

text indicates chopped syllables, thus original text above red syllables are deleted on the screwtape. Empty cells in 

‘Screw’ rows indicate text that is the same in the screwtape and the original. The contrast of empty cells is meant to 

better highlight the chopping techniques at issue here. 
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I/I.” Screw releases this tension, so to speak, in the very next two-bar phrase, which is left 

unencumbered by chopping, and backspun twice so that we hear the phrase three times in row.  

The gathering-out of the original text effected by Screw’s chopping is counterbalanced by the 

gathering-in of the subsequent backspinning. Nonetheless, although backspinning gathers the 

original text closer into orbit than chopping, it drastically gathers out phrases’ temporal structure 

by virtue of its repetition.  

 

Figure 3.6. Second verse to “Can’t Nobody Hold Me Down,” mm. 3-6. Orange cells at end of m. 6 

indicate that the syllables we hear there (three times) are actually the syllables from end of m. 4, achieved 

through Screw’s backspinning.  

M. 3 1 x y z 2 x y z 3 x y Z 4 x y z 

ORIGINAL good  fe- lla fly  guy  some-  time  wise  guy  

SCREW           wise  wise    

 

M. 4 1 x y z 2 x y z 3 x y z 4 x y z 

ORIGINAL spend   time in  H-  A- "doub- le- U-" A-  I- I   

SCREW   H-  H-      I- I I- I   

 

M. 5 1 x y z 2 x y z 3 x y z 4 x y z 

ORIGINAL (Mase   can you please   stop   smo- kin la la?)   Puff  

SCREW                       

 

M. 6 1 x y z 2 x y z 3 x y z 4 x y z 

ORIGINAL why  try  I'm a thug  I'm a die  high     

SCREW             [I- I] (3X)   

 

 Beginning six measures later, Screw’s chops are so raucous—indeed they happen on 

every beat—that they mutate the lines:  

Yo I think it must be, that girls wanna lust me /  

or is it simply, the girls just love me, Brothas wanna…  

into:  
Yo I/Yo I must/must girls/girls lust/lust / 

or/or simp-/simp- girls/girls love/love Brothas/Brothas (chop/chop).243 

 
243 The first four words “Yo I think it” are not shown on graph. The “(chop/chop)” I have included in the excerpt 

represents Screw chopping a moment on the track that has no vocal text, but which nonetheless has an audible 

effect. 
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If we replace duplicated syllables with dashes (-), the lines on the screwtape are:  

 
Yo I – must – girls – lust – or sim –  girls – love – Brothas – (chop).  

 

 

Besides the lexical nonsense entailed here, which is of course an important gathering 

mechanism, this chopping forecloses every rhyming “E” syllable (“be,” “me,” simp-“ly”) on the 

and-of each beat, while maintaining the “must/lust” rhyme (see Figure 3.7). The effect is that 

much of Mase’s buoyant and playful timbre, every-other-beat rhyme structure, and the self-

aggrandizing that epitomizes Bad Boy tracks, have been leveled into a rhetorical pile of mush. 

Yet his rapping and the rest of the track are still gathered in as the track “Can’t Nobody Hold Me 

Down,” but are palpably transformed and folded into the place of Houston imbued through the 

sonic world of the screwtape. And since screwing, chopping, and backspinning by their very 

nature deform typical hip hop parameters of sound, their deployment comports to the kind of 

gathering out that relies on frustrating expectations. 

Figure 3.7. Second verse to “Can’t Nobody Hold Me Down,” mm. 13-14.  

M. 13 1 x y z 2 x y z 3 x Y z 4 x y z 

ORIGINAL must  be that girls  wa- nna lust  Me  or  is it 

SCREW must  girls  girls  lust  lust  Or  or  sim-  

 

M. 14 1 x y z 2 x y z 3 x y z 4 x y z 

ORIGINAL simp-  ly the girls  just  love   me  Bro- thas wa- nna 

SCREW simp-  girls  girls  love   love  Bro- thas Bro- thas ( 

        

) 

 

 

It’s a Dirty World 

 

Layering gathers too. As we saw in Chapter 1, Screw’s layering is distinct from that of Krim’s 

hip hop sublime. While what I called the Screw sublime feeds into the notion of gathering 

insofar as the sensation of the sublime and the effect of gathering are sewn together into the same 

sonic cloth through the needles of Screw’s turntables, the gathering of place through layering is 
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primarily an unfolding of a dialectical process through which duration and overlap are more at 

issue.  

 An exceptional example can be heard throughout the A-side of It’s a Dirty World. The 

tape opens, fittingly, with The Hot Boys’s “Dirty World.” The track is untouched by chopping or 

scratching, and during B.G.’s verse (the fourth and final), at 4:59, Screw begins to layer the 

instrumental to Big Steve’s “Ghetto Love.”244  

 At 5:25, a singer’s soulful melodic flourishes that ramp up in the outro choruses of “Dirty 

World” mash head on with “Ghetto Love"’s sample of a prominent vocal line and guitar groove 

from Juicy’s “Sugar Free.” Figure 3.8 reveals three levels of palpable tension between the two 

tracks achieved through layering: the pitches circled in red and connected by dotted lines 

highlight the various moments of the vocal lines’ crunchy dissonance—B/C in m.1; E/B-flat, D-

sharp/E, and C-sharp/C in m. 3; and B/E-flat – G-flat – F in m. 5 (similar melodic dissonances 

unfold for dozens more measures); blue boxes demonstrate some of the disjunctive rhythmic 

accents that together form the backbone of the layered track’s whirling rhythmic feel; and purple 

circles highlight the harmonic conflict that arises through combining chords and melodic 

gestures in the G-sharp minor tonality of “Ghetto Love” with the C minor tonality of “Dirty 

World.” The effect is jarring. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
244 DJ Screw, It’s a Dirty World, 1999, cassette tape [unreleased] (released as Diary of the Originator: Chapter 34, 

Screwed Up Records and Tapes, CD). Entire tape posted here: Diary Of The Originator, “DJ Screw Chapter 034 It's 

A Dirty World,” YouTube, posted July 20, 2019, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HE5btrxZeLg. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HE5btrxZeLg
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Figure 3.8. Three levels of tension in the layering of “Ghetto Love” and “Dirty World” on It’s a 

Dirty World. 
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 Eventually “Dirty World” fades, and Screw switches his focus to chopping and, in 

particular, backspinning Big Steve’s “Ghetto Love.” An important feature of the original “Ghetto 

Love” is a two-beat anticipation figure that is heard four times (=two measures) preceding the 

opening verse, and two times (=one measure) before the third verse (see Figure 3.9). What gives 

it such an anticipatory feel is that the second beat is a faint high-pitched chime for two sixteenth-

notes followed by a total eighth-note rest (“total” meaning nothing is heard; no percussion, 

pitched instruments, or vocals). That empty eighth-note in particular is filled with potential 

energy, especially when slowed down on the screwtape. At 7:37, Screw introduces the figure for 

the first time, playing it twice. However, instead of letting it play two more times and leading it 

naturally (or rather, ‘originally’) into the first verse, Screw cuts it off after two, and reverts back 

to the main instrumental groove.    

 

 

Figure 3.9. Two-beat anticipation figure from “Ghetto Love,” played twice.  

 
 

 

 That groove gets only eight measures to settle in before, at 8:08, Screw backspins the 

two-beat anticipation figure sixteen(!) times. Once again, the figure resolves into the 

instrumental groove rather than the verse. From here we eventually run back into the anticipation 

figure, played four times, followed finally by the first verse at 9:16. But the damage is already 

done; from this simple two-beat hiccup, Screw has gathered in the figure’s material qualities 

(still two beats, same rhythm, and relative pitch relations), while gathering out its function as 

both anticipatory and benign, and holding it together in a new configuration as a stand-alone, 
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delirium-inducing sonic object. And if that wasn’t enough, at 13:39, after a long respite of 

playing the entire track relatively untouched, Screw unloads the anticipation figure twenty-four 

times(!!), during which Screw quietly exclaims: “Big Moe, wassup?” Screw’s shoutout, with its 

typical slow, soft-spoken, casual brevity, seemingly normalizing the abiding malfunction. The 

remaining detritus of “Ghetto Love” is swept away at 18:45, clocking in its total performance 

time at over thirteen minutes (the original comes in at just under four minutes). 

 A notable difference between “Ghetto Love” and all of the other tracks discussed so far 

in this section is that Big Steve was a Houstonian and SUC member. Nonetheless, the preceding 

discussion has hopefully demonstrated that the gathering processes employed through Screw’s 

techniques are at least as much a matter of sound manipulation as place of origin. Sure original 

Big Steve tracks represent Houston in ways Dr. Dre tracks could not, but just as a black hole—to 

recycle a metaphor—bends all light regardless of its source, Screw’s techniques gather any and 

all comers indiscriminately into the same sonic realm, held together as a particular expression of 

Houston identity.  

 The tape’s technical tour de force is far from over, though. At 17:30, the disco-inspired 

funk guitar/slap bass/lilting vocals of the “Ghetto Love” instrumental is layered with the heavy-

bass/piano instrumental riff of Spice 1’s “East Bay Gangster (Reggae).” Once “Ghetto Love” is 

vacated, the “East Bay” instrumental settles in by itself for a few minutes; and when Screw 

introduces Spice 1’s rapping at 21:27, Screw unleashes a torrent of chopping and backspinning 

that lasts for nearly ten minutes. At 31:45, now into the fourteenth minute of the track’s muddy 

two-measure piano-bass groove, we are met with a layering of the unmistakable synthesizer 

chimes of the Luniz’s “I Got Five on It.”  
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 The layering is a bit different here. As “I Got Five On It” gets under way, it seems Screw 

has finally left “East Bay” behind, as he did with “Dirty World” and “Ghetto Love;” yet barely a 

minute goes by before the “East Bay” instrumental groove is tucked back into the texture. Screw 

brushes it aside again at 35:30, and, although one would be forgiven for expecting its return, at 

37:06 Screw introduces a new track without a transition or layering as a bridge, making a break 

from the preceding material clear and final. 

 It seems that the gathering of Screw’s layering techniques depends on the following: the 

length of a track’s extension in time relative to its usual length, the length and degree to which 

that track rubs against another track, and the resultant effect of some sonic components being 

retained and read as their original identity, while other components are denatured or forestalled 

to a degree at which they are heard as other than their original. 

 

*** 

Before offering some concluding thoughts on this dissertation as a whole, a brief review of the 

ground covered in this chapter is worthwhile. In the first section, we explored contested notions 

of place and space, the most prevalent of which construes place as a location within space that is 

suffused with meaning. We also saw how hip hop studies have engaged with place, often 

interpreting its representations as resistant to coercive and dominating structures. Moreover, hip 

hop scholars have tended either to make the distinction between place and space unclear, or to 

use space and place interchangeably. In the second section, we folded together the related 

concepts of structuration, constraint, and placial thrownness to emphasize the undergirding social 

and geo-political background of place. We used historically Black neighborhoods in Houston as 



  

  

 151 

a modest case study to elucidate how inhabitants are placially thrown into realities they have 

little autonomy to affect, but within which they construct and express their identities.  

 Finally, we drew out of Edward Casey’s phenomenology of place the concept of 

gathering, and applied it to analyses of screwtapes to reveal how the place of Houston is 

expressed through the screwtape’s sound world. Recall Casey’s contention that place gathers 

thanks in part to its special capacity as both constitutive and constituted. The screwtape is 

constituted by listeners’ experience of place. Whether through its spatial geography or its 

perceived rank as an outsider among other mostly bi-coastal cities in the country, Houston itself 

was integral to the screwtape. Attesting to the former, countless fans have noted that, since one 

needs a car to get anywhere in Houston, and since it will take a long to get anywhere in one’s car 

because of the combination of the city’s sprawl and terrible traffic, the long-form, slow-tempo 

character of the screwtape befits Houston’s urban geography. The latter is articulated by Paul 

Wall, in a quote we already encountered in Chapter 1: “You didn’t see Texas music on TV, you 

would rarely hear it on the radio back then; so if we wanted to listen to Texas music, we had to 

listen to screwtapes.”245   

 The screwtape is also constitutive of listeners’ experience of place. Numerous accounts 

abound that confirm the primacy of the screwtape in one’s sense of being in Houston, ranging 

from its centrality in the seemingly mundane daily ritual of driving to work, to its sparking 

profound, spine-tingling aesthetic shifts in the listener that in turn distort their place-world. 

Houston rapper and singer Devin the Dude, describing the screwtape’s impact on local culture’s 

sense of place, deftly notes that screwtape sound is: “not just a statement, it’s like the start of a 

 
245 University of Houston Libraries, “A Screwed Up History: Legacy of DJ Screw,” YouTube, posted June 20, 2012, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I8h8cNVby8c&t=3s. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=I8h8cNVby8c&t=3s
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whole new culture and a signature sound that Houston didn't have in the beginning. And it just 

takes you there and puts you in Houston when you listen to it. It brings you right to Houston.”246 

 

 
246 Don Rys, “Houston Rappers Remember DJ Screw, 15 Years After His Death,” Billboard, November 16, 2015, 

https://www.billboard.com/articles/columns/the-juice/6762500/dj-screw-houston-rappers-remember. 

https://www.billboard.com/articles/columns/the-juice/6762500/dj-screw-houston-rappers-remember
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