
 

The History of the 808 Drum Machine 

The Roland TR-808 Rhythm Composer, affectionately known as the "808," stands as a 

legendary figure in the world of music production. Developed by the Japanese company 

Roland Corporation in 1980, the 808 was initially met with lukewarm commercial 

success. However, over time, it evolved into a revolutionary force that transformed the 

landscape of popular music. 

The 808's distinctive sounds, characterized by a deep bass drum, snappy snare, and 

unique hi-hat, became the hallmark of hip-hop and electronic dance music (EDM). 

Despite its early commercial struggles, the 808 found its way into the hands of 

innovative producers who recognized its potential to shape and redefine musical 

genres. 

As hip-hop emerged as a dominant force in the music industry during the 1980s, the 

808 played a crucial role in shaping the genre's rhythmic foundation. Producers like 

Afrika Bambaataa and the Soulsonic Force used the 808 to create beats that resonated 

with a new generation of music enthusiasts. The machine's programmable sequencer 

allowed for intricate beat production, giving birth to the rhythmic complexity that 

defines hip-hop. 

Simultaneously, the 808 found a welcoming home in the burgeoning world of electronic 

dance music. Its ability to produce synthetic and punchy sounds, particularly the sub-

bass frequencies, became instrumental in the creation of dancefloor anthems. Tracks 

like "Planet Rock" by Afrika Bambaataa & the Soulsonic Force showcased the 808's 

ability to transcend traditional genre boundaries. 

In the following decades, the 808's influence expanded even further. It became a staple 

in pop, R&B, and rock music, with artists across genres incorporating its sounds into 

chart-topping hits. Its versatility and iconic sounds made it a timeless tool for music 

producers, ensuring its relevance in the ever-evolving landscape of popular music. 

Follow-up Questions: 

 When was the Roland TR-808 Rhythm Composer developed? 

 What are some of the distinctive sounds of the 808 Drum Machine? 

 In which genres did the 808 initially face challenges in terms of commercial 

success? 

 How did the 808 influence the development of hip-hop music during the 1980s? 



 Name one iconic track that showcases the 808's influence in electronic dance 

music. 

 


