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Summary: 

According to Joan Serrà and other Spanish researchers (2012), experts in such fields as music 

technology, statistical physics, and evolution, all music -- across cultures and generations -- is 

composed of organized patterns, an area of study that they see as often overlooked. They go on to 

suggest that popular music across genres contains particular, well-established patterns that evolve 

over time in predictable ways. They judge this in terms of three characteristics (pitch, timbre, and 

loudness) that are the basis of three major trends: pitch sequences becoming simpler, particular 

timbral structures dominating, and volumes growing louder (p. 1-6). 

 

Quotation: 

“Like language,” Serrà et al. (2012) declare, “music is a human universal” (p. 1). 

 

Serrà et al. (2012) also suggest that “loudness changes are not only the result of technological 

developments but, in part, also the result of conscious decisions made by musicians and producers in 

the musical creation process” (p. 5). 

 

Paraphrase 1: 

Serrà et al. (2012) describe their method of identifying structural patterns in music. They use “music 

codewords” (ie., bits of musical data) to form a sort of vocabulary that can be counted (say, the 

number of codewords representing a particular pitch) and compared (p. 2). 

 

Paraphrase 2: 

Serrà et al. (2012) propose an empirical explanation for why music sounds old or new to us. A song 

that sounds “new” has simpler chord progressions, currently “fashionable” instrumentation, and a 

louder volume (and generally as a result, poorer volume dynamics). An old song can easily be made 

to sound brand-new by tweaking it to meet these criteria (p. 2-5). 

 

Analysis: 

 

Is the author authoritative and reliable? 

The authors’ credentials are in the areas of artificial intelligence, mathematics, physics, and music 

technology, representing scientific institutes and universities in Spain. Even though only one of the 

researchers actually specializes in music, this group is certainly very credible and, in my opinion, 

their diverse specializations are appropriate for the approach this study takes to the subject. 

 



Are the findings current? 

The article was published three years ago, making it still very relevant as it conducts a large-scale 

analysis that covers the past fifty years of popular music. 

 

Are the ideas supported by evidence? 

The article is research study, so the authors’ conclusions are supported in great detail. They work 

directly with raw musical data, which is pulled in the form of “codewords” over five-year windows 

and then compiled and compared by a variety of objective criteria. 

 

Are there any weaknesses in this writer’s position? 

While I was a little unsure when I noticed that most of the researchers were experts in fields other 

than music, now that I’ve read the article, since they’re taking a data-based approach I don’t think 

this is an issue at all. They made three simple claims and backed them up with ample support. Their 

position seems solid to me, so unless there were any issues with the math they used or something 

like that (which I’m not qualified to say, seeing as it mostly lost me), I can’t think of anything to name 

as a weakness. 

 

Is this article relevant to your project? 

While I don’t think I’ll get into quite this level of technicality, this study provides detailed empirical 

evidence for claims that a wide variety of people are making, including non-experts who are unable 

to back them up sufficiently. So this kind of information will be very valuable -- it makes the 

conclusions I’m trying to present hard to dismiss as subjective matters of opinion (usually portrayed 

as a bunch of bitter old rockers complaining about kids these days and their hippity-hop). 

 

Can you find any weaknesses in this article? 

Because this is a scientific study published in a scholarly journal, it’s not really intended for the 

casual reader. It’s extremely technical with a lot of jargon and detailed processes that it doesn’t 

simplify much for the non-expert. The non-musical aspects (like the math) tended to be really hard 

to grasp for me and if they, say, made a mathematical mistake that invalidated their claim, I 

wouldn’t be able to catch that. I’ll have to see if there are any responses to this study (or other 

people who came to similar conclusions) from more qualified people than me. 

 

Add a personal comment about your reaction to this article as well. 

I have to admit, this article was honestly very dense and contained a lot of technical vocabulary that 

was difficult to understand. I might ask my uncle for his opinion and whether he can explain some of 

the more complicated parts. An observation that really surprised me was that despite the growing 

loudness, “dynamic variability has been conserved.” This seemed contrary to everything I’ve learned 

so far and really caught me off guard, but then the article goes on to acknowledge that digital media 

is limited in output range. I think what they were saying here is not that dynamic range compression 

isn’t happening, but that it’s the fault of output devices (eg., speakers)’ limitations, and actually not 

how audio is mixed. This is an interesting claim and I’ll need to look into more to see how much 

agreement is out there. 


