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“All knowledge is but remembrance”
Plato

“Songs are like your friends, if
you spend time with them you know
them well.” I frequently share this
observation with my vocal students,
and of course it’s something I tell my-
self. As teachers of singing, we’ve all
had times, however, when quality
practice time has béen minimal and
we’ve had to come up with some
quick memorization strategies for
our students. The following are some
techniques that have worked well.

INITIAL LEARNING AS A KEY
TO LONG-TERM MEMORY

We remember songs most when
they have meaning to us. Conse-
quently, the initial quality of learning
the notes, rhythms, diction, and liter-
al translation of the song, as well as
work with an outstanding teacher or
coach is essential. Uta Hagen also
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suggests in her book Respect for Act-
ing that we answer critical questions
about the character we are portray-

ing, including:

1. WhoamI?

Example: I'm the Queen of the
Night in Mozart’s Magic Flute.

2. What do I want ? (Character mo-
tive in the plot)

Example: I would like to control
the entire kingdom including Sa-
rastro’s temple.

3. What do I want in this particular
aria/song?

Example: I want my daughter Pami-
na to kill the high priest, Sarastro.

4. What obstacle is in my way?
Example: Pamina is in love with
Tamino who is one of the initi-
ates into the temple.

5. What do I do to get what I want?
Example: Threaten to disown Pa-
mina and give her a dagger.

6. What is the relationship of my
character to the other characters in
the song / scene?

Example: I represent evil, dark-
ness. I am manipulative and other
characters fear me.

Answering these questions gives
the singer a firm grasp of the charac-
ter so that memorization of words
becomes a very natural living out of
the character. The singer actually
BECOMES the character and memo-
rization emerges as a matter of enthu-
siasm and living the words. Another
text that talks about actually BEING
your character is Creative Visualiza-
tion by Shakti Gawain (1978).
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GETTING AWAY
FROM THE MUSICAL
SCORE WITH LITERAL
TRANSLATIONS AND PICTURES

Now that you know your notes,
music, and character, it’s time to break
away from the printed score. First,
write out the words to your song with
a literal word-by-word translation.
The meaning of each word should be
directly below its foreign word. Be
certain to leave enough room for
drawing pictures. What? Drawing
pictures? Yes, memory experts Barry
and Tony Buzan remind us in their
work The Mind Map Book (1994) that
our first experiences as babies in-
volved the use of ALL of our senses
including taste, sight, touch, smell,
and hearing. We need to return to the
freshness and agility with which we
first learned as children. With that in
mind, one need not be a professional
artist to draw songs: simple images
will do. In a chapter titled “Visual
Thinking” in her book Notebooks of
the Mind (1992), Vera John-Steiner
also notes that evidence of a life-long
pattern of visual pictures was found
among Einstein’s papers at Prince-
ton. Knowing this, and that pictures
play a vital part in our daily lives
through road maps, computer icons,
and various international sign sym-
bols, draw a simple picture for each
noun. Use bright markers and exag-
gerate your pictures in a way that
you will remember (see Figure 1)!

Also, try to relate several pic-
tures to one another to form a whole
concept (see Figure 2). The transla-



“A Cupidon” from Chansons de Ronsard by Milhaud
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Figure 1. Drawing a Literal Translation

“An Die Nacht” from Brentano Lieder by Strauss
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Figure 2. Relating Literal Translation Drawings to Form Entire Concepts

tion of the section depicting the tice that the spear is sinking into a bottle behind the earth. In this way
world is “Bjelbog’s spear sinks into heart which is a part of the earth and an entire sentence is depicted and
the heart of the drunken earth.” No- that there is a suggestion of a wine memorized.



MEMORIZING YOUR
ARIA BY STAGING IT:
THE LOCATION METHOD

Once you know and can draw
the literal meaning of your song it’s
time to understand the bigger picture
of the musical sections and form of
the piece. One method is to associate
or make a mental staging of each sec-
tion of the song or aria just as a stage
director would during an opera. The
traditional stage areas such as center,
down right, down left, up right, and
up left can be used. This is particu-
larly essential for songs such as the
Lakmé aria which are strophic, that
is, there are many verses yet the same
melody is used several times. This
kind of association is not a new idea.
It originated with the methods of the
ancient Greeks such as Aristotle and
the bard Simonides. Greek orators
would frequently draw their speech-
es or associate them with location in
a home or room familiar to them.
The system is known as the loci
method. Figure 3 is an application of
the loci method to the particularly
lengthy and strophic “Bell Song” from
Lakmé.

The strophic verses alternate
with a bell theme/chorus which in-
cludes variations. In Figure 3 you see
the “Bell Song” staged beginning
with the opening cadenza at Up Stage
Center. Roman numerals indicate
the sequence of the aria. Each time
the bell song returns it is designated
by a little wand and is always at stage
center. The literal translation is again
depicted with simple pictures. In this
way, the aria is visualized in a logical
sequence and yet certain stage areas
are used to remind the singer of what
part of the story comes next. When
singing the aria, each particular sec-
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tion is always sung with a mental
and perhaps even a physical inclina-
tion toward that particular stage area
without, of course, actually staging
the aria as would be the case in a real
opera. Of course, the trend in operat-
ic auditions today is toward a limited
amount of staging and this too could
enhance memory.

ASSOCIATING SONGS
WITH ROOMS IN A HOUSE

Another use of the loci method
can be applied to a concerto without
words such as the Gliere Concerto for
Coloratura Soprano. In pieces such as
this and Rachmaninoff’s Vocalise, the
music can be turned into a story
since it has no words or plot of its
own. In the Gliere I turned the music
into a tale of a dog chasing a cat into
the various rooms of my parent’s two
story home. I visualized very high ca-
denzas as being on top of curtains or
trellises. I visualized actual events
such as the cat running across the
dining room table and up staircases.
These events coincided with specific
musical moments such as the cat
climbing down the stairs during de-
scending chromatic scales. Details of
this method are further explained in
The Memory Book by Harry Lorayne
and Jerry Lucas (1975).

TAPING YOUR
ACCOMPANIMENT

Some singers use commercial
recordings of others as a way to mem-
orize notes and rhythms. Most teach-
ers do not recommend this because
mistakes of other singers are often
imported this way; furthermore,
singing with the words of another

singer does not ensure that you your-
self know the words. One helpful
method is to have your pianist or
coach record the accompaniment by
itself on a tape or CD, being sensitive
to the tempi, introductions, inter-
ludes, and pauses for cadenzas that
the two of you have agreed upon. Bet-
ter yet, if you have the piano skills to
record your own accompaniment,
you are your own best judge of your
tempi, pauses for breaths, and possi-
ble small verbal cues you may wish to
record. Commercial piano and or-
chestral accompaniment tracks are al-
so available in publications such as
Classical Singer and The Journal of
Singing. Practice frequently with your
accompaniment tape, eliminating waste
of valuable and expensive coaching
time on matters of rote memory. Know-
ing the accompaniment is a major
part of a singer’s responsibility. Save
all accompaniment tapes for future
reference, whether a quick aria re-
view before an audition or a review of
many songs before a recital. If you are
recording and memorizing an entire
opera role or recital, store these tapes
in a small portable storage container
so that you have the tools you need
for proper practice. Record and label
each song on a separate tape so that
you do not waste practice time
searching for a particular piece.

REINFORCE THE SONG
BY ACTING IT OUT

While acting out your song, use
a small portable tape recorder. Use
props that you may have around the
house to make the song as realistic as
possible. Use your staging picture
(see Figure 3) to actually travel to
parts of the room in which you are



“The Bell Song” from Lakmé by Delibes
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STAGE RIGHT

IX.

there in the dark forest,
who is that lost traveler ?
Around him eyes glitter
in the darkness;

he walks still
at random, bewildered.
The beasts roar with
joy; they are going to
throw themselves on
their prey

Ah, where goes
the young Hindu,
Daughter of
Parias, when the
moon plays in
the great
mimosas?
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UPSTAGE

Since that day in
the depths of the
forest, the traveler
hears sometimes
the light noise of
the wand, where
rings the little bell
of the charmers!

co
0o

]

But he, putting her to sleep
in a dream, takes her up to
the sky, while saying to her
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It was Vishnou, son
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Figure 3. Staging Your Aria: The Location Method

practicing. Use your literal transla-
tion pictures (Figure 1) and tape
them in the specific areas of the stage

6

or room in which you plan to associ-
ate them. Walk around on beats of
rest and musical interludes so that

UPSTAGE

your body internalizes these facts.
Imagine and plan specific staging
events that take place during all sec-
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Figure 4. Associating Songs With Rooms in Your House

tions of the song, even those sections
when you do not sing. Make the song
an experience of total involvement
while practicing.

SIMPLIFY MEMORIZATION
OF TWENTIETH-CENTURY
COUNTING

When memorizing sections of
twentieth-century music containing
difficult or inconsistent counting,
separate the words from the music.
In Britten’s “The Tower” from The
Turn of the Screw (see Figure 5), the
first page would be separated as fol-
lows with the numbers indicating
beats of rest before singing:

(6) How beautiful it is

(4) Each day it seems more beauti-
ful to me

(3) And my darling children

Physicalize the music by walking for
the number of beats of rest prior to
each line. For example, in Figure 5
the singer could walk six beats be-
ginning on the downbeat of the flute
solo, walk four more steps beginning
with the oboe solo, and then take
three steps before “And my darling
children.” These are only suggestions
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for memorization of beats, of course
and need not be a part of blocking
during a production.

THE FINAL MEMORIZED
PERFORMANCE

By the time you perform your
song you will have interacted with
the music and text in so many differ-
ent ways that memory should no
longer be an issue. Tape recorders,
pictures, props, and acting motions
won’t be needed other than perhaps
for an occasional review. The music,
character, literal translation, staging,
and your own personal experience of
the song should be internalized. You
are ready to share this gift with the
audience. Congratulations!
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Figure 5. “The Tower” from Benjamin Britten’s Turn of the Screw
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