
case study

Summary 
Music Metric, an innovative London technology company, 
provides unique insight for music industry players and 
artists. It does this by analysing vast quantities of online  
data from music download sites, social networks, and 
blogs. To collect and process this information on an hourly 
basis, the organisation operates a large, three-tiered IT 
infrastructure. This is powered from end-to-end by Ubuntu 
10.04 LTS, from cloud-based data collection systems, to 
the company’s Hadoop Big Data analysis cluster and data 
presentation tools. With a single OS image supporting 
Music Metric’s entire IT stack, development, management 
and support is far simpler. What’s more, Ubuntu’s long-term 
support ensures that the company’s critical systems are 
stable and constantly available. 

Challenge 
In the past, the music business was simpler. The number  
of records sold in stores was totted up, and singles and  
albums were ranked in a weekly top-40 chart. Artists,  
producers and labels had a good idea of how they were  
doing – and how their sales compared to the competition.

Today, however, the internet gives labels and musicians  
an alternative stage, and a massive, diverse route to  
market. In the amorphous online environment, it’s a lot  
more challenging to gauge performers’ true popularity.

This is because there are thousands of sites offering music 
downloads – from iTunes to P2P file-sharing sites such as 
bittorrent. What’s more, millions of users regularly listen  
to tracks on YouTube and post their opinions on Facebook 
and other social networks – influencing the success of 
artists, individual tracks and albums in a big way.

London-based start-up Music Metric aims to bring some 
clarity to today’s disparate music market. By collecting and 
analysing massive volumes of data from online channels,  
it tracks hundreds of artists on an hourly basis – achieving  
a comprehensive view of their popularity at any given time.
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Challenge: Tracking thousands of artists
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  Presenting results clearly  
to customers 
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  Ubuntu-powered Hadoop 
cluster
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datacentre and desktop
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and support
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development tools

 Constant system uptime
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  Support from the Big Data 
community

Fast facts



Like the other infrastructure layers, data acquisition is based 
on Ubuntu Server 10.04 LTS. Jameel Syed, CTO at Music Metric, 
says: “As well as being a stable, reliable distro, we’ve achieved 
significant management benefits from using Ubuntu across 
all three infrastructure layers, as well as on our desktops.” 

 The storage and processing layer 
To drive business intelligence from vast quantities of 
unstructured artist data, Music Metric uses a ‘Big Data’ 
Hadoop cluster (Cloudera CDH3 release) running on 
multiple, dedicated Ubuntu servers in its datacentre. 

Hadoop is able to process terabytes of data in a highly 
performant way. In particular, it is well suited to aggregating 
hourly data on the performance of multiple artists, providing 
an industry-wide picture of sales and performance trends 
and even predicting next week’s number one single. 

“Hadoop on Ubuntu enables us to co-ordinate lots of 
machines to work together processing and aggregating 
massive volumes of data,” says Syed. “We feed in the raw 
information at one end and get lots of different measures  
of artist popularity out the other.”

The Cloudera release provides the full range of Hadoop 
technologies, packaged and regularly updated. “After speaking 
with other start-ups in London doing similar kinds of data 
processing, we decided that the combination of Hadoop and 
Ubuntu was right for us. Ubuntu is one of the dominant distros 
for running Big Data applications based on its reliability, its 
ability to scale across literally hundreds of nodes, and its low 
cost of ownership.”

The presentation layer 
Finally, results are presented to Music Metric customers  
via an intuitive, subscription-based dashboard. To make this 
possible, processed data is interfaced with the dashboard  
via the product and through a free to access public website 
at artist.musicmetric.com with summary statistics. 

“Our API gives customers access to consolidated, processed 
data using intuitive visualisation tools such as charts, graphs 
and tables. The interface is based on HTML5 and all the other 
latest web technologies to enhance our users’ experience.”

To provide a comprehensive view of artist performance, 
Music Metric collects data from:

•  Social media sites (including Twitter, YouTube and 
Facebook) to see how many people are signing up as fans 
of artists and to collect their comments and views. Music 
Metric also has tools for collecting demographic and 
geographical details about fans, providing more insight into 
the preferences of people of different genders and age 
groups in different areas of the country and the worldwide.  

•  File-sharing and P2P sites (such as bittorrent) to record 
which artists are getting the most download hits and 
where. This source provides a good measure of regional 
interest and the relative popularity of artists. 

•  Online reviews and blogs to gauge whether people  
are saying positive or negative things about artists and 
their latest releases. 

As well as helping artists and labels track their performance, 
Music Metric undertakes value-added one-off projects  
for customers – analysing everything from the top 1,000 
most popular artists, to tracking acts at Glastonbury for  
the Guardian newspaper’s website. For more examples  
of innovative Music Metric projects, visit the company’s 
website at musicmetric.com

Solution 
To create a comprehensive trend of artists’ popularity  
and other key market trends, Music Metric needs to  
collect, store and analyse massive volumes of online  
data. To do this, it needs IT infrastructure that is reliable, 
extremely scalable and cost effective.

Music Metric’s sophisticated, three-tier IT systems are  
based on Ubuntu Server 10.04 LTS from end to end.  
The infrastructure is divided into three key layers: data 
acquisition, storage and processing, and data presentation.

At a high level, the Music Metric infrastructure looks like this:

The data acquisition layer 
This uses Ubuntu-based computing resources hosted on 
public cloud infrastructure to harvest vast quantities of online 
data relating to thousands of artists. Because additional 
Ubuntu images can be deployed in near-real-time, data 
acquisition activities can scale as artists’ popularity increases. 
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“ Management is much faster  
and simpler. We can also be  
sure that apps will run just as  
well anywhere on Ubuntu”

 Jameel Syed
  CTO at Music Metric

IT reliability and consistency 
Music Metric’s IT systems must be running constantly  
to collect and process data for customers. This is a major 
reason why the company chose Ubuntu’s 10.04 LTS  
release – which offers great stability and regular updates  
for at least two years.

“For us, it’s a big deal that Ubuntu has made the commitment 
to long-term support,” says Syed. “The fact that we can 
count on having updates for a known period is great for  
our planning, and for making sure everything is consistent 
and consolidated,” he adds. “The stability Ubuntu offers 
gives us peace of mind – as well as simplifying a lot of the 
operations that are critical to our business.”

When the next long-term release version of Ubuntu becomes 
available, Music Metric plans to upgrade. “We’ll probably 
upgrade our dedicated servers first and then make sure all 
instances of Ubuntu are consistent – including guests running 
in our virtualised datacentre and in the public cloud.” 

Innovative deployment and configuration tools 
Canonical – the company behind Ubuntu – has developed  
a number of innovative tools for deploying Ubuntu servers, 
virtualised machines and guests. Music Metric is watching 
these developments with interest, seeing possible 
applications for cloud-based projects.

“We see the new tools from Canonical as being potentially 
quite useful,” says Syed. “We sometimes do one-off projects 
that require significant cloud-based resources, and tools 
such as Juju could save us time in the future,” he adds.

Working with the Big Data community 
Music Metric is one of the sponsors and organisers of the  
Big Data London meet-up, and an active member of the 
London Big Data group, which organises regular events in 
the capital. “The open-source community is a great source  
of information and inspiration, and sharing experiences  
at Big Data meetings has been very useful for us,” says  
Syed. “We continue networking and sharing ideas with  
other start-ups and Canonical to ensure our infrastructure  
is optimised for the kind of work we do.”

For more information on Big Data London meet-ups  
and community and how to get involved, please visit:

meetup.com/big-data-london/

Results

A standardised, easy-to-manage infrastructure 
Ubuntu 10.04 is powering all three layers of Music Metric’s  
IT infrastructure. This greatly simplifies common management 
tasks and ensures all systems and applications work 
together seamlessly.

“Before we standardised on Ubuntu, we used a number  
of different operating systems, including different  
versions of Solaris and Fedora,” says Syed. “As well as 
increasing management complexity, there were some 
compatibility between different versions of Python 
between distributions, our chosen development language 
not being supported in some parts of the distros. While 
there are always work-arounds, the simplicity of Python 
development on Ubuntu is a big plus for us.

“Now that we use the same Ubuntu distribution for developing 
apps as well as collecting, processing and presenting data, 
management is much faster and simpler. We can also be sure 
that apps will run just as well anywhere on Ubuntu – in the 
cloud or on dedicated servers in our datacentre.”

Consistency across servers and workstations 
In addition to the standardised Ubuntu Server environment, 
Music Metric runs Ubuntu Desktop on its developer and 
business workstations. “Once again, using Ubuntu on 
desktops and servers increases simplicity and reduces 
management workloads,” says Syed. “Anything that makes 
our IT environment simpler helps us focus our energy and 
brainpower on solving tough software engineering and  
data analysis challenges.


