
It’s amazing – given all our memories have to cope with these days – that we remember as much as we do. Yet often we find ourselves cursing them because they have let us down, failing to supply the name of someone familiar-looking or a ‘memorable’ password or an apposite quotation. Why, we ask ourselves, aren’t I fortunate enough to have the kind of above-average memory that some people seem to possess? Well, actually we are. Or to put it another way, everyone has an average memory; it’s just that some people know how to get the best out of it, while others who are not in the habit of training their memories don’t.
The reason we are out of the habit is partly to do with technology. Today’s computers and digital devices serve as our external hard drives, storing all sorts of useful information for us outside our brains. Our phones keep our to-do lists and alert us of upcoming appointments, while our computers store any number of pertinent facts that can be retrieved at the touch of a key. 

Six hundred years ago, a trained memory was not just a handy tool, it was a pre-requisite for a cultured mind. Since books were thin on the ground, memorizing the wisdom contained in them was the only way to maintain access to it. It was not uncommon to find learned scholars who could recite by heart whole tracts of religious or philosophical works. Such people became walking libraries, albeit libraries with a fairly limited stock. They were able to do this because they read intensively rather than extensively, as we tend to do now, valuing quantity over quality. Intensive reading meant taking time over what you were reading and reading it many times, so that you absorbed and assimilated the content.  Intense focus (learning without distraction) and repetition, both habits conspicuously out of fashion today, are clearly two important factors in effective memorization. But there is another key to memory training to be found further back in history. It is a technique still used by memory experts today.

The discovery of this technique is attributed to the Greek poet, Simonides of Ceos, who lived in the fifth century BC. The story goes that Simonides alone survived the collapse of a banquet hall at which he was a dinner guest. When asked to recall who the other guests had been, to his surprise, he found that without making any conscious effort to remember, he could visualize perfectly where each of the guests had been sitting prior to the disaster.

Simonides reasoned that if he could remember the layout of the guests, why could he not just as easily populate a mental image of a building with other things – say, his friends in order of their birth dates or a list of the things he needed to buy at the market. Thus, it is said, the idea of a ‘memory palace’ was born. We can harness our facility for remembering visually and spatially (an important ability for survival in our hunter-gatherer past) and use it to help us remember other, often more abstract, ideas. 

Memory palaces are used by those who participate in memory competitions to incredible effect: they can reel off the exact sequence of 156 playing cards or 250 random digits. The most successful memory experts are the ones who are able to create the most unusual or striking surroundings within their ‘palace’ to store each item to be remembered. It is a mnemonic device worth trying. So if, for example, you have to think of a new online password, instead of using a relative’s name or a former address, try instead to come up with a more striking and unusual image. The image of a budgerigar eating soup in the kitchen

might give you ‘Budgie8soup’. The image of Barack Obama standing in your wardrobe wearing cowboy boots might give you ‘boots4Barack’. Try it – it really does work.
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