Memorization Process

Molly Alicia Barth

While learning the piece:
1. Get to know the piano/orchestral score as well as the flute part. Visualize the music, both while you are playing and during extended rests. 

2. Listen to many recordings early on in the process, but avoid reliance on them too much for your own interpretation/memory work.

3. Get to know the melodic and harmonic structure of the piece.  Are you in the main key of the piece, or have you shifted to a new key?  Are the main notes of a passage the tonic of the key? Look for appoggiaturas and other fun notes to dote upon.

4. Practice with focused ears- do not let mistakes go unheeded!  If you allow mistakes to creep in, the mistakes will come out when you really don’t want to see them.

5. Record yourself. You will learn a lot- listen to the recording carefully with the score for note/rhythm accuracy, intonation, rhythm, phrasing.

6. Memorize the work using at least two methods, such as visualizing the music as it is printed on the page and memorizing the intervals from one note to the next. It is important to give yourself a “fall-back” method if the first doesn’t work.

7. Own the work: practice all details of your interpretation from the start of the process: dynamics, phrasing, articulations etc must all be internalized along with the notes.

8. Learn in multiple environments.  Recall of a piece is aided when you are not accustomed, for instance, only to playing the piece in your living room.  Play in a variety of settings: concert halls, churches, studios, classrooms, practice rooms. Ideally, when in the learning stages, find spaces that do not cause distractions.

9. Study a work in segments, and then integrate small segments together.

10. If possible, practice with intent to memorize from the first reading of a piece.

Specifics in the memorization process: what to latch on to:

1. Tonality

2. Motives

3. Phrase structure

4. Small segments

5. Imitative sections: check notes, rhythms, articulations, dynamics for variance
6. Choreography/movement: create movement cues to aid performance
7. Ornamentation

8. Tempo relationships

9. Composite between flute part and other performers’ parts
Ideal time frame for the memorization process:


Complete the entire memorization process one-month prior to your first performance.  In order to accomplish this, I ideally start memorizing 3 months or more prior to the first memorized performance. 


Have small goals: a few measures each day/a page per week, and once you accomplish the daily goal, remind yourself of the previous days’ work by running through from the start of the work until the end-point of your daily goal.


Once you think you know it, start playing the piece as often as possible for a trial audience.

When you feel that you have a handle on the piece:
1. Look up- Get out of “memory land.” Feel comfortable looking at your accompanist and/or audience.

2. Play for at least two peers and two superiors/mentors, at least two weeks prior to the first performance. Find people who will make you nervous, and who will offer constructive criticisms and well-deserved compliments. For example, I perform memorized works for my students and trusted co-workers, two weeks prior to the first public performance.
3. Learn to cope with distractions: improve the ability, through practice, to stay on track when something unexpected occurs (a loud noise, someone unexpectedly entering the room, etc.). The presence of an audience at the time of performance inherently means that distractions will be a part of the performance, so it is quite important not to overlook this detail.

4. Create a memorization chart. Write down or take special note of critical structural, interpretive and technical cues.
5. If your learning style permits, on the day before/day of a performance, both visualize the music in your head and also carefully look at the score or flute part.
Sources:
The effects of altering environmental and instrumental context on the performance of memorized music. Jennifer Mishra and Willia M Backlin.

Improving Facility in Music Memorization. Edgar Ross

Part and Whole Methods in the Memorization of Music. Cyril C. O’Brien

Preparing for memorized cello performance: the role of performance cues. Roger Chaffin, Tania Lisboa, Topher Logan, Kristen T. Begosh
Notes: to integrate:
You should play a passage differently if the orchestra is playing constant eighth notes than if the orchestra has nothing to play…so know when each scenario is the case.
Julianna’s memorization chart

Midori: go to same corner of a room for a certain passage, sing pitch of every note (not necessarily registral), copy the music by hand (also Randy Bowman: Till eulensp), number progressions, study harmonic progressions

Context: Article by Jennifer Mishra and Willia M Backlin: Learning in the same environment as performance setting increases likelihood of successful memorized performance. Going from a practice room to a concert hall or conference room makes the process more difficult. 
(Think about remembering a phone number: it is easier to recall that number, for me, when looking at a telephone keypad.)

From the article: While elusive, Smith and Vela (2001) demonstrated that a change of context generally resulted in the retrieval of less information than when contexts were uniform. For musicians, this theory of context- dependent memory may be discouraging since, after hours of practice in the hopes of preventing a memory slip in performance, the very act of changing rooms may partially negate the effort.

Smith (1982) discovered that learning in multiple environments reduced context dependency, regardless of whether the performance environment matched a learning environment.

Learning and recalling in the conference room rather than in the lobby generally resulted in better memory for music.

To avoid confounding variables, one important feature of the performance environment was omitted from these studies – the audience. The effects of an audience on memory have been investigated by Burri (1931) who found that the presence of an audience at the time of testing disrupted memory. The presence of an audience not only changes the physical features of the context in terms of acoustical properties, but the audience may also have an effect on the performer’s internal state. Similar to changes to the physical environ- ment, changes in internal states, whether mood, physiological, or drug states, between learning and testing have been shown to disrupt memory. Performing for an audience, a musician generally experiences an increase in anxiety levels. Since rarely do high levels of anxiety occur during practice, it could be argued that a musician’s internal state changes between learning and performance. In the present studies, attempts were made to control for changes in anxiety levels. Audiences (including the researchers) were excluded from both the practice and recall contexts and a tape-recorder, which was necessary to record the final performance but which may cause increased levels of anxiety, was also used to record the practice sessions.

It is a mistaken belief that all memory slips in performance can be eliminated by practice and sheer repetition. The knowledge that memory lapses in performance may occur due to factors other than insufficient practice may be enlightening to musicians. Ideally, musicians want a guarantee that memory will not fail in performance. However, the human memory is complex and the best we can hope for is a deeper understanding of the limitations of memory and the factors that influence memory. One influential factor is that changes in seemingly irrelevant features of the physical environment can affect memory.

Analysis of music to be memorized: Improving Facility in Music Memorization (1964)  Author(s): Edgar Ross

The guided analytical training as used in this study was of definite value in the memorization of music. An analysis of tonal relationships, the use of imitation, important intervals, repetition of motives and phrases, and rhythmic patterns is of utmost importance in reducing the time required for memorization, even to those instrumentalists limited to a single musical line.
The implications are of most significance to studio teachers, who have the
responsibility of preparing players for recitals and other public performances.

PART AND WHOLE METHODS IN THE MEMORIZATION OF MUSIC (1943)

CYRIL C. O'BRIEN

1) In the consideration of all results  studied, the part method of the memorization of music was more economical. (compared with learning a piece from beginning to end without breaking it up into sections)

2) For the piano selections used in which auditory, visual and tactile memories were employed, there was definite saving of time ranging from twenty-five per cent to sixty-five per cent in the utilization of the part method.

3) In the soundless memorizing of music (visual memory alone), the part method was definitely superior in economy of time.

Preparing for memorized cello performance: the role of performance cues(2009)
ROGER CHAFFIN, TÂNIA LISBOA, TOPHER LOGAN, KRISTEN T. BEGOSH

For musicians, practising memory retrieval involves establishing performance cues – those aspects of the piece that the musician is able to deliberately attend to during performance without disrupting the automaticity of highly practised motor sequences (Chaffin et al., 2002). Performance cues are landmarks in the mental map of the piece that a musician monitors during performance to ensure that critical aspects of the performance go as planned, e.g., a fingering that sets the hand up for what follows. They are created by repeatedly attending to a particular feature of the music during practice so it comes to mind automatically during performance, eliciting from memory the thoughts and actions that have been linked with it during practice. Experienced performers strategically place performance cues at key points to provide a safety net in case a performance is disrupted by memory failure or a lapse in attention.

We distinguish four main types of performance cues. Structural cues are critical places in the formal structure of the music, such as section boundaries. Expressive cues represent the main musical turning points of the piece where the musical feeling changes, e.g., excitement. Interpretive cues are places where some aspect of interpretation requires attention, e.g., a change of tempo. Basic cues represent critical details of technique that must be executed as planned for the performance to unfold as intended, e.g., changes in direction of bowing. Basic and interpretive cues include just a few of the myriad decisions made during practice. Most decisions become automatic with practice. Only the few that are singled out for continued attention become performance cues.

