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Welcome to the fifth U3A two monthly 

Harbourside North Bulletin. We look 

forward to members’ suggestions for 

topics and contributions for inclusion in 

future editions. paulacastileu3a@gmail.com  

The Editors 

Ursula Schappi and Paula Castile  

Is forgetfulness a modern 

disease? 

The ancient Egyptian King Amun already 

warned that the practice of writing will 

increase our forgetfulness*. The argument 

runs that if we externalise our thoughts 

onto paper rather than keep it in memory, 

we rely on the external, written information 

storage, rather than on our capacity to 

recall it from memory. 

 

 

Greek philosophers and playwrights 

certainly wrote down their thoughts, but 

they also relied on their rhetoric when 

addressing a largely illiterate public. They 

used mnemonics to organise their 

thoughts and keep their audience’ 

attention. Wikipedia says:  

The Greek and the Roman system of 

mnemonics was founded on the use of mental 

places and signs or pictures, known as 

‘topical’ mnemonics. The most usual method 

was to choose a large house, of which the 

apartments, walls, windows, statues, furniture, 

etc, were each associated with certain names, 

phrases, events or ideas, by means of 

symbolic pictures.  

Roman legend has it that it was 

Simonides-of-Keos who invented the 

‘method of loci’ (an association of memory 

with place) whereby large amounts of data 

can be remembered in specified order by 

placing images that represent the data 

into mental locations or journeys. 

 

(in Preface to Plato, Eric A Havelock, 1964)         

 Lynne Kelly, argues that the actual origin 

of this technique goes far back into pre-

history, and is also practised by first 

Australians, (The Memory Code, 2016). 
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Aboriginal Australians rely on memory to 

retrieve their history. How memory is 

encoded in song, dance and then carried 

across the continent is described in 

Songlines, The Power and Promise, 

2020, by Margo Neale and Lynne Kelly. 

This book is a follow up of the exhibition 

‘Songlines: Tracking the Seven 

Sisters’ which was shown at the National 

Museum in 2017/2018 and which took 

visitors on a journey along the epic Seven 

Sisters Dreaming tracks. 

 

https://www.parramattalanes.com.au/art/aboriginal-artists 

Ever since I (Ursula) came to Australia, I 

was interested in how Australian 

Aboriginal people were presenting their 

history in paintings, in dot arrangements 

and/or in rock-paintings.  What information 

and how they retrieve it from such 

presentations continues to fascinate me.  

‘It’s no secret’, says Lynne Kelly, ‘we can 

all learn it’.  In her blog 
https://www.lynnekelly.com.au/?page_id=3265 

Kelly tells how a group of school children 

learned the association technique to 

encode information and then retrieve it 

from memory to present it as a song-line. 

‘they [the Aboriginal children] really 

understood how association and memory 

works’. 

 

Adults may no longer have the patience to 

exercise our memory for too long. In our 

digitalised world it is quicker and easier to 

look it up in Google. Gone are the days 

when we attempted to recall a name by 

mentally going through the alphabet, (not 

A, not B, not C but ahh! its ‘D’ for ‘Doug’! 

Eureka, Doug is his name! 

 
As the digital world continues to dominate, 

we use our mobile phones to text quick 

reminder messages, send emails or type 

our notes into our computers. How much 

of this information is retained in our 

memory remains unclear? It is only when 

the internet breaks down, we forget or 

lose our mobile phone that we realise how 

dependent we have become on these 

gadgets to manage our lives.  

 

‘Handwriting’ is considered to improve the 

encoding process into memory! Some 

people may attend a Toastmasters course 

to improve their memory and presentation 

skills and others subscribe to an online 

brain exercise program, for example, 

Luminosity or Brain HQ.  What these 

alternatives have in common is that they 

all rely on regular brain exercise to 

improve our mental storage and retrieval 

on demand. It is the same mantra that 

applies to the gym: Keep at it to remain 

flexible and active! 

https://www.lynnekelly.com.au/?page_id=3265


Our memory and brain functioning, or 

capacity affects our daily lives. How good 

are you at estimating how much the 

grocery shop will cost? Do you check at 

the counter how much you paid by credit 

card? I can still surprise people if I 

challenge a figure in the shop or at work, 

because people are no longer taught how 

to estimate or work out ‘in your head’ how 

much you would need or would pay for 

certain quantity of goods. 

 

What techniques do you use to ensure 

you remember? When I (Paula) must 

remember something, I visualise the 

process I will use to remember it – for 

example, if I need to take a book or 

package to my sister’s, I visualise going to 

my front door and then turning around to 

retrieve it. Sometimes, I am just practical 

and hang a bag on the door handle. At 

other times I place a post-it note on the 

door. 

Share your techniques with our members -  
paulacastileu3a@gmail.com 

 ---------------------- 
* Footnote: In the Phaedrus, written circa 370 

BCE, Plato recorded Socrates's discussion of the 

Egyptian myth of the creation of writing. In the 

process Socrates faulted writing for weakening 

the necessity and power of memory, and for 

allowing the pretence of understanding, rather 

than true understanding, in: 

https://www.historyofinformation.com/detail.p

hp?id=3439 

 

Ursula and Paula 
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President’s Message 

Message from the President, May 
2021  

I have been browsing through our 

program for June and am struck by the 

wonderful educational opportunities we 

provide for our members. We have high 

calibre speakers on a fascinatingly diverse 

range of subjects. Check it out for 

yourself, on the web site or the course 
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book. I am sure you will find many topics 

you will not want to miss. 

Just a sampler. They range through the 

Arts – Rossini, Japanese Art and 

Architecture; Politics – Women in 

Australian Politics, Four World Dictators, 

and the Aeroplane that flew the wrong 

way round the world; Colonialism – South 

Sudan, 500 Years of Europeans in Asia; 

Australian Agriculture – a history; Science 

– Secrets of the Deep Sea, Digital 

Disruption in Medicine, Maintaining a 

Healthy Brain as we Age.  

Please remember to book all courses 

you wish to attend. 

You may (or may not!) remember from our 

last bulletin that we face the challenge of 

rebuilding our membership after the 

COVID lockdown of last year. Sadly, some 

of our members did not renew their 

subscription. U3A Sydney is holding a 

strategic planning day on 21 May to 

discuss ideas for recruiting and retaining 

members.  We welcome ideas you may 

have on this subject. Please send me an 

email (mwsing@tpg.com.au) or give me a ring 

on 0423835134 and have a chat.  

Alternatively contact our membership 

secretary, Rose White at 
rose4hsn.u3a@gmail.com  

Michael Suckling 
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