
he first  movement of
Tchaikovsky’s Violin Con-
certo ended, and Carnegie
Hall erupted in applause.
Joshua Bell, whose dazzling

solos and severe good looks had fired the
crowd, pulled a handkerchief from his
pocket and wiped it theatrically across
his brow. The audience remained en-
thralled, but Alex Ross ’90, sitting in the
critic’s traditional perch halfway up the
left aisle, jotted down his thoughts in a
small black notebook.

Ross was less interested in Bell than in
how conductor Kent Nagano was mold-
ing his new group, the Montreal Sym-
phony Orchestra. Already, Ross heard
hints of Nagano’s signature sound: a cool,
elegant balance. But the concerto itself, he
noted during the intermission, wasn’t
quite together. “Bell performed very bril-
liantly. But I didn’t feel he and Nagano
and the orchestra were totally in sync,”
Ross said. “Bell seemed to be in his own
world a bit, and the orchestra was a little
eeeehhh…” He made a nervous motion

with his hands, as if someone
were trying to hand him a small,
rambunctious animal.

Ross wasn’t planning to re-
view the concert for the Ne w
Yorker, where he is a sta≠ critic.
He simply wanted to keep up
with a favorite conductor and
hear the American premiere of a
piece by Unsuk Chin, a Korean
composer whose opera he had

reviewed favorably the
previous summer. “Ab-
solutely essential to my
mission as a critic is

talking about living composers,” he said.
“It wouldn’t be interesting to me to spend
all my time evaluating the right way to
play Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony. I enjoy
writing that kind of column, but the
greatest excitement is when works come
into being.”

Ross’s approach is both thorough and
adventurous. He once spent three months
listening to Mozart’s complete works
(180 CDs) for a single essay, but he’s just
as likely to seek out music that breaches
the pop/classical divide. In recognition of
his eclectic and exacting criticism, the
American Society of Composers, Authors,
and Publishers has honored him twice,
and his book, The Rest Is Noise: Listening to the
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Twentieth Century, won the 2007 National
Book Critics Circle Award for criticism
and was a finalist for the 2008 Pulitzer
Prize in general nonfiction. 

He first aired some of the ideas that ap-
pear in his book while an undergraduate
English concentrator who spent “an un-
godly amount of time” at WHRB, the stu-
dent radio station. During his junior and
senior years, Ross hosted a program
called Music after 1900 and he now de-
scribes the mini-essays he wrote to intro-
duce each segment as precursors to his
book.

After graduation, Ross moved briefly to
northern California, where he co-wrote a
screenplay for a romantic comedy. (“That
didn’t quite go anywhere,” he says.) In
1992, he began reviewing music for the

New Republic but, uncertain
about pursuing a career in
journalism, he also applied
to Ph.D. programs in Eng-
lish. He was accepted at
Duke, but turned that
down when he received an
o≠er to freelance for the
New York Times. 

In New York, Ross at-
tended five or six concerts a
week, taking notes in pro-
grams that quickly crowd-
ed his apartment. Almost
every morning he had to

wake up and write a brief review for his
noon deadline. “I had a hard time with it,
actually,” he says; the writing “felt kind of
like an o∞cial communiqué.” He pre-
ferred having space to write about both
music and the culture surrounding it.
Discouraged, he applied for graduate
school again in 1993. 

This time he got into Harvard and near-
ly returned to Cambridge, but an experi-
ence writing a book review for the New
Yorker gave him pause. Although the edi-
tors’ eagerness to rip up and reassemble
his review had been intimidating, Ross
liked joining his scholarly bent (the book
was about the history of opera’s gay fan
base) with his desire to connect the music
he loved to a broad, adventurous reader-
ship. “There’s this great notion at the New
Yorker that any topic, no matter how ob-
scure, can be made interesting or made
comprehensible,” he says. “Classical
music fit in very well with that.” After
writing a few more freelance pieces for
the magazine, he joined its sta≠ in 1996. 

M O N T A G E

F ollowing Calvino, I imagine the

world of classical music in our

time as an invisible city whose pre-

sent contains its past—a past inscribed

on it “like the lines of a hand” that, as

the image suggests, imply its history and

foretell its future. My imagined inhabi-

tants are musical citizens of many kinds:

performers of vocal and instrumental

music, composers, scholars, critics,

teachers, students, concertgoers, music

lovers, and casual listeners. Many have

more than one strong interest and

enjoy more than one kind of music.

Two groups among them, the perform-

ers and the scholars, typically live in dif-

ferent neighborhoods, teach in different

kinds of schools, mostly address differ-

ent publics, and rarely communicate

with each other.

The performers spend their days en-

gaged in playing or singing, rehearsing,

preparing concerts, perfecting their

techniques, developing their interpreta-

tions, making recordings, teaching their

students, living the active lives of profes-

sional music-makers. Their habitats are

practice rooms, studios, and concert

halls.…[T]hey rarely have time to pur-

sue historical or critical issues behind

the works. Their

job is to bring

music to life in

performance and

to interpret it well.

They are deeply

engaged in the

practical tasks of

preparing perfor-

mances down to

the last detail.

The scholars

spend their days

thinking, reading,

listening, writing

essays or books, teaching classes or semi-

nars, preparing lectures, studying in li-

braries or in their private studies, living

the contemplative lives of historians or

critics. A few scholars work regularly

with performers and many are them-

selves skilled amateur performers who

understand the art and craft of music-

making. In fact many members of the

two groups know more about each

other and their domains than might

generally be supposed, though their

paths rarely cross in public.

Still, if the history of this invisible city

is indeed inscribed upon it, that history

can be discovered in its concert halls,

its schools of music, its practice rooms,

its university and high-school class-

rooms, its music libraries, and its lec-

ture halls. It is imprinted on the memo-

ries, imaginations, hearts, voices, and

hands of all as denizens of one city.

This book attempts to link musical

scholarship and performance.

Artists and scholarly

analysts of their works

inhabit different realms

of a co-dependent rela-

tionship. Peabody re-

search professor of

music Lewis Lockwood

and the Juilliard String

Quartet mine this connection in Inside Beethoven’s Quartets: History, Performance, In-
terpretation (Harvard University Press, $35), a book-plus-CD collaboration. How

they do so may be especially informative as the University considers the place of

the arts and creativity within Harvard’s curriculum. Lockwood’s preface begins with

a borrowing from a different genre—Italo Calvino’s Invisible Cities.
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Ross does his New Yorker writing in a
Chelsea apartment or his o∞ce in Times
Square. But writing a book, he found, re-
quired a di≠erent approach. To escape dis-
tractions, he ensconced himself in a co≠ee
shop on Eighth Avenue whenever he could
steal time away from his normal duties. In
magazine pieces he tries first to grab the
reader’s attention, then provide context,
and finally zero in on details. “That basic
rhythm doesn’t work for a book chapter at
all,” he reports. “You don’t need to seize the
reader’s attention at the beginning of chap-
ter seven.”

The first draft, completed in 2005 after
four years of work, was a whopping
390,000 words long. Ross e-mailed his
final draft—half the original size—to his
publisher from a Los Angeles hotel room
overlooking the recently constructed
Walt Disney Concert Hall, where con-
ductor Esa-Pekka Salonen had reinvigo-
rated the city’s orchestra by injecting
contemporary music into the program. “It
was kind of nice looking down at Disney
Hall, because it symbolized what the L.A.
Philharmonic has achieved,” he says. “It’s
what I try to achieve as a writer.” 

Ross’s most common vehicle for high-
lighting new music is his critical column,
which he writes at least once every few
weeks. It may be as straightforward as a
review of a new production at the Metro-
politan Opera or as unexpected as a
round-up of talented student composers.
“I do feel that a big part of my mission is
not merely to write these reviews, but to
write intelligently and appealingly about
classical music itself for an audience that
may not know a lot about the topic,” he
says. “It’s a wonderful opportunity to
make an argument for music.”

His most
pointed ar-
gument ap-

peared in a 2004 essay, “Listen to This.” He
aims his opening salvo at the very term
“classical music”—arguing that “It traps a
tenaciously living art in a theme park of
the past…The phrase is a masterpiece of
negative publicity, a tour de force of anti-
hype”—and then makes a case for music
appreciation based on emotional invest-
ment. “Music is too personal a medium to
support an absolute hierarchy of values,”
he writes. “The best music is music that
persuades us that there is no other music
in the world.” Whether that’s a concerto, a
pop song, or an electronic noise experi-
ment is up to you. He concludes by imagin-
ing himself a 36-year-old who goes to the
symphony for the first time and encoun-

ters a rigid ritual that seems designed to
keep him from having fun. He coughs; peo-
ple “glare.” He applauds at the end of a
movement; people “glare again.”

Ross worries that the concert-going rit-
ual sometimes runs counter to the spirit of
the music. Mozart’s operas draw on
sounds both high and low. Beethoven’s
music is full of earthy dance rhythms. Gus-
tav Mahler, Ross says, embraced just about
everything. “It’s ironic if we start taking
those pieces and confining them in a space
that’s so regulated,” he argues. “It almost
betrays the spirit of those pieces.” But de-
spite these small irritations, Ross still be-
lieves that classical music—especially as
heard in concert halls, with the resonances
and overtones that are lost in recordings—
o≠ers something unique. “It’s like escaping
into some wide-open empty landscape,” he
says. “There’s almost a spiritual dimension
to the experience. At its best, it can be like
religion without dogma—the feeling of a
bigger presence looming above you, requir-
ing nothing but a certain stillness.”
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A fter squeezing nearly 1,000
years of creativity into the
Norton Anthology of Poetry, Mary
Jo Salter ’76 began the smaller

but still consuming task of anthologizing
her own verse. The result, A Phone Call to
the Future, revives selected poems from her
previous books and introduces a handful
of new ones. Her editing for W.W. Nor-
ton, where she sometimes had to whittle
entire careers down to no more than 
a poem or two, helped her take a long
view. “Anytime I was beginning to feel
sorry for myself,” she remembers, “I
thought, ‘You know, if you’re lucky and you
do get into posterity, you won’t have nearly
this many poems in front of readers.’”

A Phone Call to the Future begins with her

newest poems. Two appeared in The Best
American Poetry series: the title work and
“Costanza Bonarelli,” an unnerving but
expertly crafted meditation on a sculp-
ture by Gianlorenzo Bernini. (After chisel-
ing a bust of his mistress, Bernini sent a
razor-wielding servant to do much the
same to her face; rumor had it she was
sleeping with the artist’s brother, too.)
Salter then guides her readers from her
first book, Henry Purcell in Japan (1985), to
her most recent, Open Shutters (2003).
Along the way she visits a Kyoto hospital,
rides in a hot-air balloon that she likens to
a fire-breathing dragon, and winds up ac-
cidentally seated across the aisle from her
former psychiatrist at a family restaurant.
“Inevitably, with poetry, older books go

Anthologizing Yourself
Mary Jo Salter keeps her own (and others’) poetry alive.

Between 15
and 20 CDs 
arrive in the
mail daily,
Ross reports.
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