
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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