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Slide 1: Title slide.  In this presentation,  I will analyze the use of 

sample material from two different sources as heard in the 

contemporary song “Check it Out”
 1

  performed by Trinidadian-

born singer/rapper Nicki Minaj and musician/producer Will.i.am 

(most known for his work in the group The Black Eyed Peas). I 

chose to analyze this piece because I was easily able to identify the 

two main sources of sample material: “Video Killed the Radio 

Star” and “Amen, Brother,” both of which I will discuss shortly.  

Slide 2: Notation of different instruments and vocal parts using 

contrasting colors.   

Slide 3: Notation of different kinds of timbre using contrasting 

shapes. While I have chosen three basic kinds of vocal timbre – 

sung (circle), rapped/spoken (triangle), and modified (square) – the 

sounds of the piece often lie in-between such categories. My intent 

was to try to best notate when vocal modification or more speech-

like delivery are used for greater effect.    

Slide 4: Introduction of first source of sample material, “Video 

Killed the Radio Star,
2
” performed by the New-Wave group The 

Buggles. This song is best known for its music video – which was 

the first thing broadcast on MTV (Music Television Network) 

during in launch in 1981.  
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Slide 5: Two measure keyboard phrase in Db Major. I have 

labeled this Sample #1; it will be later represented by bars labeled 

(A) and colored red.  

Slide 6: One measure fragment of female vocals in Db Major. I 

have labeled this Sample #2; it will be later represented by bars 

labeled (B) and colored orange. 

Slide 8:  Introduction of the second source of sample material 

samples a drum break referred to as the “Amen Break,” originally 

a short drum solo in The Winstons’ “Amen, Brother,” the B-side 

to their single “Color Him Father”
 3

. I first heard of the break 

through a short, 18-minute documentary done by Nate Harrison in 

2004
4
 explaining the history and significance of the drum break. It 

has been sampled in many different hip-hop songs and forms the 

basis of genres of electronica such as drum and bass. It is 

considered by many to be one of the most sampled works of all 

time, but I believe it would be difficult to determine such a thing. 

“Check It Out” uses fragments of the break toward the end of the 

song. This clip heard here is an excerpt from the original 

recording. Drum notation taken from Wikipedia’s entry for “Amen 

Break”
5
 

 

Slide 11: Introduction of “Check it Out.” Sample #1 and #2 are 

played four times, two measures each time.   
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4
 http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5SaFTm2bcac. Accessed 03/11/11.  

5
 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Amen_break Accessed 03/11/11. 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5SaFTm2bcac
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Slide 15: Beginning of Verse #1, sung by Nicki Minaj (pink, 

circular notation), also in Db Major. The piece’s primary 

rhythmic patter (D) is introduced here as a simple back beat 

using bass drum and hand claps. The use of hand claps on 

beats 2 and 4 is a common feature in many contemporary 

songs done in popular hip-hop or R&B styles.  

 

 

Slide 18: End of first stanza of verse. Here, there is a brief 

statement made by Will.i.am using heavy vocal modification 

(green, square notation).  

 

Slide 23: Beginning of Bridge #1. Here Will.i.am enters, with 

Minaj singing backup vocals an octave above. While most of 

his vocals are modified in some way, there is a particularly 

modified/Auto Tuned sound at the ends of phrases. At this 

point the first synthesizer line is heard, which I have labeled 

(E1) and notated in blue. There will be a series of variations of 

this line played throughout the rest of the song.   

   

Slide 26: End of Bridge #1, preparation for Chorus #1.Slight 

variation in melody and rhythmic accompaniment.  

 

 

 



 

 Slide 27: Beginning of Chorus #1. Samples #1 and #2 - (A) 

and (B) - drop out leaving only (D) and (E1).  

 

 

 

 

 

Slide 30: End of Chorus #1. Slight melodic and rhythmic 

variation.  

 

 

 

Slide 31: Beginning of Verse #2, sung (with heavy vocal 

modification) by Will.i.am. Similar to Minaj’s verse but sung 

an octave below.  

 

 

 

Slide 35: 2
nd

 phrase of Verse #2. This departs from the 

conventions of the first verse by removing (A) and (B) and 

introducing a shortened synthesizer line (E2) which is 

represented in a different shade of blue.  

 

 



Slide 40: Beginning of Bridge #2. Same structure as   

Bridge #1.  

 

 

 

 

 

 Slide 43: Beginning of Chorus #2. Same structure as 

Chorus #1  

 

 

 

 

 

Slide 46: End of Chorus #2. Phrased ends halfway in preparation 

for the upcoming break.  

 

 

 

 

Slide 47: Vocal break. All parts are ommitted except for 

Will.i.am’s modified voice.  

 

 

 

 



 

Slide 48: Continuation of break. Percussion reenters as well 

modified, background vocals from Minaj.  

 

 

 

Slide 49: Continuation of break. Percussion pattern is varied. 

Minaj’s background vocal line continues with addition of 

second vocal line pitched approximately half-step above the 

first (creating a dissonant effect). A third synthesizer line is 

introduced here, which I have labeled (E3) and notated with a 

different shade of blue than (E1) and (E2).  

 

Slide 50: Beginning of Minaj’s rap solo, notated with pink triangles. 

(A) is modfied, while both (D) and (E3) continue. 

 

 

 

 

Slide 56: End of Minaj’s solo. The last word, “bitch,” is 

emphatically doubled by Will.i.am.   

 

 

 

 

 



Slide 57: Interlude, spoken by Will.i.am and notated with 

triangles (even though there is vocal modification, I think this 

section’s speech-like quality is more important). The only 

accompaniment that remains is a modified version of (A).  

 

 

Slide 58: Continuation of Interlude. Spoken vocals and 

modified (A) continue. At this point, a fragment of the “Amen 

Break” is sampled, which I have notated as (C) in gray. A 

background echo noise, which is ambiguously-pitched, is 

sounded on the off beats of 2 and 4. I have notated this with 

blue lines.  

 

Slide 59: Continuation of Interlude, but shifting to a more 

melodic style in Will.i.am’s voice. (A) drops out while (C) and 

(E3) continue.  

 

 

Slide 63: Continuation of Interlude. (E3) drops out leaving 

only (C). Echoic sounds continue but sound lower in pitch.  

 

 

 

 

 



 

Slide 66: End of Interlde, break using only Will.i.am’s voice. 

Voice is doubled in octaves with lower part being more 

modified. The end of the phrase is the pick-up to the final 

statement of Bridge #3 and Chorus #3.  

 

 

Slide 67: Beginning of Bridge #3. Similar to Bridges #1 and #2 

but with the addition of a brief background figure sung my 

Minaj in the second measure of the phrase. This figure is 

repeated 3 times throughout Bridge #3.  

 

 

Slide 71: Beginning of Chorus #3. Similar to Choruses #1 and 

#2 only in the chorus only the first half of (E1) is used while 

the latter half of (A) is added into the second measure of the 

phrase. This pattern is repeated throughout the chorus.  

 

 

Slide  74: End of Chorus #3. Will.i.am concludes with a 

similar statements as in Chorus #1, but concludes the phrase at 

the end of the second bar, giving a greater sense of finality.  

 

 

 



 

Slide 75: First part of Outro. (A) is stated while the 

synthesizer plays a simple, diatonic line with a slide up to 

the last pitch of Ab. This phrase is played twice.  

 

 

 

 

 

Slide 77: Second part of Outro. (A) is again stated while the 

synthesizer lines starts on the 3
rd

 (F3) rather than the tonic 

(Db3) of Db Major but ends on a the same Ab as the first 

part of the Outro. This phrase is also played twice. This is 

the last part of the song.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


