Vocables and Mnemonics in Music Theory and Ear Training
Andrew Walters

Vocable is a non-lexical text in a piece of music.  A great example is when someone sings “La, la, la”

Non-lexical text can be used to teach aspect of music.  Greatest example is solfegge (etc. Do, Re, Mi, Fa, Sol, La, Ti, Do).  

However, sometimes lexical text can be used as a mnemonic for the skill you want to teach.  

For example:
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(courtesy George Chave)
In musical cultures around the world, especially in North Indian and Native American cultures use non-lexical (but often timbrally related).  According to Aniruddh Patel in his book Music, Language, and the Brain “vocables are typically shared by members of a music community and are used for oral teaching of musical patterns”.  In North Indian classical music there is a system of bols, which are basically mnemonic vocables.  A tabla player would learn these systems first and then apply it to the instrument.  A very basic pattern is the theka.  Once this pattern is learned then one can improvise more complex patterns on top of that.  
	Basic Dadra theka
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