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B ackground

A lthough  research  on music perception has 

accelera ted  over the last tw o decades ,  most o f  this research 

has involved  young adult listeners. T he  present research, 

how ever,  com pares youn g  and  o lder adults on a musical 

m em o ry  task. Its purpose  is to test a theory o f  the 

acquisit ion  o f  m usica l  k no w led g e  or gram mar. Consis tent 

w ith  ev idence  that the brain is more plastic early in life, 

w e  propose  that m us ica l  g ram m ar  or know ledge about 

m us ica l  style  can be acqu ired  best early in life. 

M oreover ,  this g ram m ar prov ides a framew ork for 

encod ing  music  th roughout the rest o f  life. It follows that 

m usic  w hich  is consis tent w ith  this style is easily  retained 

in m em ory  bu t music  w h ich  violates this style is less 

easily  re tained (see F igure below).
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Musical styles heard 
early in life establish a 
musical grammar that 
permits encoding of 
music in those styles 
but not later styles that 
violate the grammar

M uch  research  on m us ic  perception  has used highly 

contro lled  tone sequences w hich  m ay not "begin to do 

jus tice  to the range o f  patterns and relationships inherent 

in real music"  (Sloboda, 1985). The present study avoids 

this p rob lem  by using excerp ts  from actual music.

w h i c h  in v e s t i g a t e d  f a m i l i a r i t y  a n d  m e m o r y  f o r  m u s i c  

w hich  differ in decade  o f  popularity  f rom  1900’s to 

1990’s. Subjects  lis tened to 40  short m usical excerp ts  and 

rated their familiarity o f  the tunes. T his  w as fo l low ed by a 

test o f  im m edia te  retention for 20 tunes ( two old and  two 

new  tunes from  each  decade, perm it t ing  an unbiased 

recognit ion  m e asu re—d '—for  each  decade).  All subjects 

com ple ted  the O tis -L ennon  verbal intell igence test, and a 

quest ionnaire  concern ing  musical experience.

Results  and C onclusions

For you ng  adults, familiarity and  recency  o f  the 

excerpt w ere positively correlated (.74) and  differentia tion  

b e tw een  old and new song excerpts w as greatest for music 

from the 1980’s. For  senior adults, familiarity  and 

recency  w ere negatively  correlated  (- .29) and 

d ifferentia tion  o f  old and new  songs w as greatest for songs 

o f  the 1940’s.

Thus, for both age  groups, the priority in m em ory  is 

show n  for music  associated with styles popu la r  early  in 

life. P erform ance,  it is argued, w as thus independent o f  

the excerpts  them selves and instead dep end en t  on  having 

considerab le  exposure  to music o f  that style early  in life. 

Lis teners  have difficulty  ass imilating  tunes from  less 

fam il iar  styles because they do not fit early acquired 

frames o f  reference. This  idea is also consistent with 

research  on the mental plasticity associated  with youth  and 

the decline o f  mental plasticity with age. H ow ever ,  it does 

not con trad ic t  the fact that much musical learning can 

neverthe less  continue  with age.
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