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All of us were once science novitiates, sitting in a classroom being flood-
ed with facts about chemistry, biology, and physics. Charles’s and
Boyle’s gas laws, genus and species of living organisms, and the names

of the chemical elements in the periodic table all had to be memorized. For
many, and I include myself in that number, a great aid to the memorization
process is the use of mnemonics. These are, of course, word systems, often
rhymes or even formulas, that can be used as memory aids. Some of them border
on the banal, many are based on prurience, but we do remember them and the
facts of which they ever so obliquely remind us. 

One of the most famous mnemonics celebrates the work of Annie Jump Cannon
in her efforts to develop the Harvard Spectral Classification System for stars. In
the late 1870s, Harvard astronomer E. C. Pickering began to collect the spectra
from all the stars he could see. Placing a large prism on the front of a refract-
ing telescope, Pickering diffracted the spectra of all the stars in view onto
photographic plates. Over a 40-year period, he collected thousands of plates.
But as we know, random collections of data are not always useful. Cannon was
one of his assistants, and from 1918 to 1924, she inspected more than 10,000
different photographic plates, individually categorizing each star. Though start-
ing out with an alphabetical A through Z listing of classes, her analysis even-
tually resolved into seven broad but discrete categories of stars based on astral
color and temperature. In order of decreasing temperature, these types were O
(hottest), B, A, F, G, K, and M (coolest). For almost a century, astronomers, both
hobbyist and professional, have learned these categories by reciting Pickering’s
famous, but today politically incorrect, mnemonic “Oh, Be A Fine Girl, Kiss Me”. 

All manner of mnemonics have been developed to help us remember
science. One often quoted is “Dairy Cows Make Milk, Not Pink Fruit” for metric
prefix terms deci 10–1, centi 10–2 , milli 10–3, micro 10–6, nano 10–9, pico 10–12,
and femto 10–15. There is a scatological term for atto prefix 10–18, but we’ll
leave that to the reader’s imagination. If you need to remember the constituents
in the periodic table, mnemonics abound. For the 3rd period elements of Na,
Mg, Al, Si, P, S, Cl, and Ar, all you have to do is remember “Nagging Maggie
Always Sips Claret”. And if you have difficulty with your Roman numerals, you
could always try to remember that “Lucy Can’t Drink Milk” for the LCDM order
of 50, 100, 500, and 1000. Of course, there is always the old chestnut for remem-
bering the color constituents in the visible light spectrum, “Roy G. Biv” for
red, orange, yellow, etc. 

Many science practitioners have undoubtedly long passed the stage where
mnemonics are needed. But these catchphrases are nonetheless iconic of when
we were learning science and how much information there seemed to be that
we thought we could never remember for an exam. They are also a way to pass
on information from one generation to another, and serve to remind us of those,
like Annie Jump Cannon, who make science understandable. As for the word
mnemonics itself, it is not easy to spell. But if you’re having trouble, just remem-
ber that “Mnemonics Neatly Eliminate Mankind’s Only Nemesis—Insufficient
Cerebral Storage”. 

P.S. Got a favorite mnemonic of your own? Send it to us by e-mail, and if it
isn’t too off-color, we’ll put it on the TCAW webpage. ◆


