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			introduction

			There’s a story my parents like to tell—about how I became a violinist. It starts off with me, when I was two and a half, losing my voice because I wouldn’t stop singing the Queen of the Night’s bombshell second aria in Mozart’s The Magic Flute.[*]

			Who could have guessed that the notoriously strenuous number—which vaults and arpeggiates and somersaults around and above the standard limits of the soprano range in a breathtaking display of power, technique, and virtuosity—would prove unhealthy for the vocal cords of a two-year-old?

			My parents took me to the doctor, who diagnosed me with nodules. He also said, famously, “You’ve got to find a way to shut that kid up.” So my parents brought me home, sat me down, and asked if I wanted to play the piano. They knew I loved music—and they had two pianos already, for my dad.

			But I said no. I wanted to play the violin.

			The rest of the story is just a sigh, which somehow manages to say she was always such a pain in the ass while also encapsulating and claiming credit for the whole of my training and career: my two degrees from Juilliard, my competition wins and concert tours, my album, the time I mangled the concertmaster solo in John Adams’s The Death of Klinghoffer while Adams himself was conducting. All of it, according to this sigh, was foretold the minute my parents trusted their collective gut and caved to the demands of their imperious toddler.

			All of it, that is, until I quit the violin and walked away from music just a few years into my professional career. No one saw that coming. Except possibly Carol, my high school counselor.

			Anyway, it’s a tidy little ball of yarn, isn’t it? It has all the things you look for in a story: adversity, kismet, stubborn toddlers, throat nodules.

			But it’s also bullshit.

			First off, it makes some pretty questionable leaps. For instance, it takes great liberties with the definition of the word “singing.” And it hinges on the flawed premise that, when I said I wanted to play the violin, I actually knew what I was talking about. Plus, the whole point of the story—the thing that lends it significance—is that this was when I decided to become a violinist.

			It wasn’t, though. It was when I started taking lessons. But I took ballet lessons, too—and ski lessons, and tennis lessons, and golf lessons. And if you’d asked me, at the age of two, what I actually wanted to be when I grew up, I would have said “the next Picabo Street” on Tuesday, and “the prima ballerina of American Ballet Theatre” on Wednesday, and “James Bond” all the other days of the week.

			So when did I pledge my heart, my soul, and all of my waking hours to classical music? I was seven. And it was because of a boy. But we’ll get to that later.

			What Is “Classical Music,” Anyway?

			When I was a kid, there was no classical music. There was just music—Bach, Mozart, Brahms, Beethoven. And it was everywhere in our house, at all times of the day and often at night because my mom never wanted our dogs to feel lonely.

			My dad was a concert pianist who eventually began teaching at Phillips Academy, a boarding school in Andover, Massachusetts. When he wasn’t giving piano lessons, teaching music theory courses, practicing on his Steinway (or his Bechstein), or, later, coaching me and my sister, a cellist, through our practice sessions, he could be found in front of his old Quad electrostatic speakers, buried in a score.

			My parents acquired a rescue dog toward the end of my high school career: Hogan was his name. He was quite literally starving when he came to us—and his fear of going hungry never left him. The way Hogan was about eating—the way he’d devour three bowls of chicken and oatmeal and dog food and then snatch a whole wheel of brie from the kitchen counter—and then scavenge through the laundry bin and scarf up nine socks—never any pairs—was the way my dad used to be about music. (He still loves it, by the way. It’s just that he plays a lot of golf these days, too.)

			My mom, an English teacher, was our family’s token nonmusician. She did play the French horn in school, though—and she’s always loved Bach and Brahms and the other Austro-German greats. For years she also threatened to haunt the rest of us unless we agreed to perform Tchaikovsky’s Piano Trio at her funeral.[*] (Now she just wants us to smuggle her ashes onto this one South Pacific military reserve so that we can scatter her, at sunset, into her favorite bit of ocean.)

			She and my dad used to teach a course called Words and Music at Andover. Together they would analyze operas and teach musical texts like Joyce’s “The Dead.” They’d explicate compositions inspired by works of literature—like Mendelssohn’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Prokofiev’s Romeo and Juliet. They’d also embarrass their teenage daughters by likening musical climaxes to orgasms and insisting that John Dowland’s “Come Again” was explicitly sexual both in text and in compositional form. (They were right, though. It is.)

			I was surrounded by this music from the very beginning—and some of you, I know, are already concluding that that’s why I love it. You’re thinking to yourselves that classical music is an acquired taste. Like caviar. But you’re wrong.

			First off, caviar is disgusting.

			I’ve been trying to force my palate to tolerate it for well over a decade—because I’ve always seen myself, in my mind’s eye, as the kind of suave, sophisticated person who eats the stuff. But there’s no getting around the fact that it’s revolting. It tastes like fishy snot blisters that explode onto your tongue when you bite into them. Classical music doesn’t.

			Second, classical music isn’t an actual genre. I’m still going to call it that sometimes, in this book—but it’s really just a collection of music from another time. Lots of times, as we’ll cover in chapter 1. Yes, it’s still old, but so what? Old things can be amazing. Do you like cake? Are you telling me that if a royal chef from the court of Versailles traveled through time to offer you one of his cakes, you’d turn your back on it because Hostess also makes Ho Hos? Why not just eat the Versailles cake and the Ho Hos? That’s what I’d do. And what I did, metaphorically speaking.

			Operas and symphonies may have been my family’s bread and butter, but we listened to all kinds of music. Pop music for cleaning; Ella Fitzgerald and Louis Armstrong for celebrating; and those bleak, muted, unforgivably depressing folk songs my mom used to force on us in order to contextualize human suffering (or possibly just give us a taste of it). And the only thing that separated these various sounds—at the beginning, at least—was whether or not I liked them. Bach? Absolutely. Bon Jovi? Yes, please. Simon and Garfunkel? Hell no. The point is: when I lost my voice singing that Queen of the Night aria, I had no notion that the music I was listening to was niche music.

			And, indeed, it wasn’t. In the Western world, “classical music” was the only music that was written for fifteen centuries, and during those centuries it fulfilled every societal need from dirge to dance music to concert piece.[*] The “classical” bit is a construct.

			This is important to understand, because what it means is that this music was composed for people—not aficionados. There was no secret or special education that was required back in Mozart’s time in order to enjoy it. You are every bit as qualified as the people who were sitting front and center at the premiere of Beethoven’s Fifth. But you’ve been told, by society’s subtle and not-so-subtle cues, that classical music is stuffy and boring and intellectual—and Not for You. Well, I’m here to tell you that nothing could be further from the truth.

			Do you remember the Little Bear books, when Little Bear goes to Mother Bear and says, “I’m cold—I want something to put on”—so Mother Bear makes him a hat and he’s happy for two seconds and then he comes back and says, again, “I’m cold—I want something to put on”—so Mother Bear makes him a coat and he’s happy again, but then he comes back and says—again—“I’m cold—I want something to put on”—and so Mother Bear makes him some boots . . . until eventually Little Bear realizes that his own fur coat—the one he’s had all along—is warmer than any hat or coat or boots he could wear; that he is, in fact, enough, just as he is? My goal for this book is to equip you with all the things you don’t need in order to enjoy this music so that you can step out into the world of listening fully confident in the knowledge that you, in your own pelt, are enough.

			Because you are. Really.

			The problem, if there is a problem, is that you’re too much. Too stimulated. Too busy. Too educated in society’s perceptions of the classical industry.

			This book will help to get you away from all that. Think of it as a couples retreat, but where your partner is a misunderstood amorphous collection of music instead of a misunderstood amorphous collection of needs and insecurities—and where your therapist rambles on in a continuous, opinionated monologue without ever pausing to listen to how you feel about anything. Sound good? I’m glad.

			Together we’ll cover:

			
					
					The seven major periods of the classical not-genre—and how to find the ones you like

				

					
					Common stereotypes of the industry—from type-A violinists to the rowdy, bald, brass-playing fraternity brothers of the orchestra

				

					
					When to clap (and when not to) during a live performance

				

					
					How to decipher the obnoxiously complicated and sterile titles you will encounter

				

			

			Plus: the top classical music needle drops in movies (from Raging Bull to The Shawshank Redemption to The Silence of the Lambs), the craziest superstitions in the classical canon (like Beethoven’s haunted hair and the famous Curse of the Ninth Symphony), and the must-listen short lists—because we’re talking about a thousand years’ worth of music and not all of it was created equal.

			I’ll also offer a bit of context (it’s helpful to understand the trends and pop culture references that surround any composition, whether it was written last year or four centuries ago); lots of titillating anecdotes; a backstage tour of the industry; and a whole bunch of random tangents that will make you say “Huh?”

			Basically, you’ll leave these pages with enough expertise to join the ranks of those insufferable connoisseurs who’ve been scaring you away from this music for all these years—only, you won’t join their ranks, because you’ll know better.

			A true gentleman, as my dad likes to say, is someone who can play the accordion, but doesn’t.

			But What If I Just Don’t Care About Classical Music?

			So maybe it wasn’t the insufferable connoisseurs who were scaring you off. Maybe your life is just full. Or you’re still honeymooning with all the amazing streaming services at your disposal. But here are three reasons to carve out some time for classical music:

			REASON NO. 1: IT MATTERS

			Everyone knows it’s a critical time for civil rights, democracy, and public health. These things matter. But so does Art. Not only does it remind us of our ability, as people, to create beauty in spite of life’s chaos and strife, it pushes us to look beyond our basic needs and instincts, many of which cause, through the fear they engender, the conflicts of our modern society. It also offers a ground for connectivity—a kind of meeting place—that’s set apart from these conflicts.

			Just as critically, Art can be its own form of protest, empowering the voiceless and enabling change. The classical repertoire contains pieces that were composed to inspire camaraderie, to rebel against injustices, and to champion the downtrodden. Of course, many of the great classical works have also been used to support and glorify existing power structures—to elevate one group above the rest. Think of what’s happening now: the entire repertoire is seen as a collection of anthems for (white) privilege, exemption, and entitlement.

			I’d like to see these pieces used, instead, as anthems of unification. I’d like to tear down the walls of elitism and privilege that have kept the industry so isolated and misunderstood and whitewashed. Because this music deserves it. Because you deserve it. And because nothing—not respect, not the protection of the law, not education, not music—should be reserved for one small group that sets itself above the rest.

			REASON NO. 2: THE INSIDE JOKES

			In The Spy Who Loved Me, the villain Karl Stromberg indecorously drops his female assistant into a shark tank. He executes the feat from the comfort of his gilded dining room, where he observes her fluid struggle through a blue-tinged window as the strains of Bach’s third orchestral suite echo over the sound system. The woman’s graceful kicks are no match for the shark’s aggressive poking at her crotch (in the seventies, sharks could still get away with that kind of thing) and soon she is left dead and dressless, as we always knew she would be, floating tragically in her underwear. The window into the aquarium is replaced by Botticelli’s The Birth of Venus—a must for any neoclassical subaqueous residence—and the scene is over.

			What’s funny about all this, beyond the obvious hilarity of a person being eaten by a shark, is that the second movement of Bach’s third orchestral suite, which continues serenely throughout the scene, is known popularly as “Air on the G-string.”[*]

			REASON NO. 3: IT’S BEAUTIFUL MUSIC

			A few years before I gave up the violin, I was in Montréal, attending a concert at the Place des Arts. By this time, I’d come a long way from blowing out my vocal cords with Mozart arias—in good ways and bad. I’d graduated from Juilliard, I was performing in prestigious halls and concert series, I lived in a beautiful apartment, and I had a rock of an engagement ring that blinded my audiences whenever I played.

			But despite this glossy facade, all was not well. The ring felt less like a meaningful symbol of love than a to-do notification that had been flashing at me for over three years; the apartment felt like a pretty place I just happened to be house-sitting; the concerts I was getting were good enough to validate and fuel my ambition but not good enough, yet, to satiate it—which made it difficult for me to enjoy performances given by other people. Particularly by other violinists. Particularly by other violinists who were my infuriatingly-more-successful-than-me then-fiancé (to be henceforth known, in this book, as Golden Violin Boy—or GVB).

			I was in the audience because I had to be, and I was miserable about it. The speeches—which always have to be given twice in Montréal, once in French and then again in English—weren’t helping.[*]

			Instead of listening to them, I was wallowing in my thoughts, which were increasingly bitter and unflattering. Why wasn’t I on that stage? Hadn’t I also won Juilliard’s concerto competition? Hadn’t I also served as concertmaster of the Juilliard Orchestra and performed on the school’s coveted Stradivarius and Guarneri del Gesù violins? Why was everyone so obsessed with GVB?

			“Blah, blah, the importance of the arts,” the speaker on the stage was saying. “Blah, blah, transcending biology . . . Blah, blah, the generous support of Mr. and Mrs. Blah.”

			When the man finally left the podium, he was replaced by another speaker: a tall woman with the style and carriage of a Francophone but the smile of an Anglophone. She was representing the bank that was sponsoring that night’s concert. She knew nothing about classical music, she said, and rarely listened to it. But she had a story she wanted to share.

			She’d been in the car with her five-year-old daughter when it had occurred to her to turn the radio to a classical station. They never listened to classical music, so she was curious to see how her daughter would react.

			“Do you know what kind of music this is?” she asked after a few minutes.

			Her daughter nodded.

			“You do?” The woman was surprised. “What kind of music is it, then?”

			“It’s beautiful music,” her daughter said.

			That story chastened me. It forced me to confront the fact that something in my life was terribly wrong. Something apart from the fact that I seemed unable to feel happy for the man I supposedly loved. I’d forgotten what this music had sounded like to me as a kid—back when it wasn’t “classical” music, but simply a part (my favorite part) of the rich tapestry of sounds that had defined my childhood. I’d forgotten that it wasn’t only a way to succeed—a thing I was good at. It was a thing that I loved.

			And That’s Why I Wrote This Book

			That’s the one key truth that’s buried at the heart of my parents’ “why I’m a violinist” story. (A truth that’s wrapped in lies that are wrapped in truths, making it a kind of turducken where the duck layer is actually tempeh.) I love this music. I loved it when I was blowing out my vocal cords at the age of two and I loved it that night in Montréal, at the age of twenty-four. Even if I needed a slap in the face from a five-year-old girl to remind me of it.

			And after that slap in the face, it occurred to me that I was in the same boat as a lot of other people. Just as I’d allowed my professional frustrations to tarnish and define my relationship with this music, plenty of would-be listeners were letting the genre’s unappealing stigmas and cultural baggage define their relationship with this music. We were both letting our toxic associations with the industry ruin this font of sublimity and eloquence and beauty—of soul-bursting sounds that encapsulate our shared human experience. And that struck me as both tragic and stupid.

			It was my desire to avoid this tragic stupidity that led me, ultimately, to write this book.

			I wanted everyone to hear this music the way that little French Canadian girl heard it. The way I heard it once—and the way I hear it now, again. In other words, I want people to hear this music for what it is: beautiful music.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			classical music isn’t a thing

			A Very Biased Overview of 1,400 Years of Music

			When I was a toddler, I risked all kinds of hearing loss so that I could lie under my father’s piano, listening to him play Bach’s Goldberg Variations. This was before I’d seen The Silence of the Lambs.

			It was also before I discovered the Queen of the Night, before I developed those throat nodules, and before I started violin lessons. It was back when I was a bit like that little girl from Montréal—when Bach was just “beautiful music,” and my ears were little more than enthusiastic sponges.

			Bach was my favorite composer for much of my childhood. His pieces were filled with mysterious puzzles and dark, echoing caverns and those dazzling blades of sunlight that pierce through the clouds on gray days. All things that fascinated me.

			There was also something about his music—its puzzle-like quality, perhaps—that challenged me to create my own. So one day, a few years into my musical studies (when I was five or six), I sat down with a pad of manuscript paper and one of those tiny golf pencils that are always lying around my parents’ house, determined to compose the world’s greatest piece for violin. I scratched away for what felt like hours—experimenting with different combinations of notes, tearing off pages and dramatically crumpling them up, crossing things out and rewriting until I reached perfection. When I’d crafted a whole phrase, I brought it to my dad. Some of my noteheads were on backward, I knew, but the music, I was sure, was incredible.

			And I was right. It was incredible. It just wasn’t original. It was the first two measures of Bach’s G-Minor Violin Sonata.

			Vivaldi was another one of my favorites at that age. I didn’t love everything of his—I didn’t care for “Spring” or “Summer” or anything you’d hear in a commercial for cat food—but his double cello concerto, his aria “Vedrò con mio diletto,” and his “Winter” all shared a clarity of sound, a rhythmic drive, and a sometimes-dark intensity that drew me to them. I loved Vitali, too. And Corelli.

			Baroque music—we’ll get to what that is in a bit—was my jam.

			Do you know what wasn’t my jam? Medieval music. I hated Medieval music.

			The thing is, though, that for years I didn’t know I hated it. Or rather: I didn’t know Medieval music was a thing that existed. All I knew was that once every so often, a sparse, skeletal-sounding piece—the musical equivalent of SNL’s Debbie Downer—would issue from those Quad speakers and suddenly the sky would turn black and all the plants in our house would wilt and all the joy in my tiny child-heart would instantly shrivel up. Then the piece would end and everything would go back to normal.

			I’d never heard of Baroque music, either. I knew that I loved Bach and Vivaldi and Vitali and Corelli, but I didn’t understand that there was a link between these composers—that they all belonged to the same group. It wasn’t until later, when I was eightish, and my mom put up a poster in our bathroom outlining the six different periods of classical music[*]—that I made the connection. That bathroom was where everything started to come together in my mind—where I realized that nearly all of the music I hated came from one single era. And when I realized this, I was pissed no one had told me sooner—because with that one word—“Medieval”—I could have spared myself hours of torment.

			Which is why we’re covering compositional periods here, in chapter 1.

			Classical Music Isn’t a Thing

			My kid was a much cuter toddler than I was. He had to be—because feeding him was a pain in the ass. He wouldn’t eat anything that was green. It didn’t matter whether it was an avocado or a slice of kiwi or the last of the pistachio macarons that Dadda brought home for Valentine’s Day. If it was tinted or flecked with anything from celadon to emerald, he fed it to the trash can monster before anyone could get it within smelling distance of his face.

			To him, the logic was clear: he’d tried a green food once before and hadn’t liked it—so it stood to reason that he’d find all other green foods equally objectionable.

			Most people approach classical music in a similar way. They’ve heard snippets of it in movies and commercials and elevators—snippets, mind you, that are often chosen to support whatever stereotype said movie, commercial, or elevator is trying to promote—and they think they know how they feel about the entire body of work. But just as kale tastes nothing like Granny Smith apples, which taste nothing like pistachio macarons, Mozart sounds nothing like Shostakovich, which sounds nothing like Wagner. (Who, by the way, was a giant asshole.)[*]

			Classical music, as most people think of it, isn’t a real thing. As I said in the intro, it’s really just centuries of (all sorts of) music shoved into one hodgepodge of a genre. It encompasses hundreds of contrasting musical styles. Sometimes I say things like “classical music is beautiful” or “I love classical music” (turn back, like, three pages), but I find plenty of “classical” pieces truly unbearable. For instance: everything that came out of the Medieval period.

			People seem to expect this kind of picking and choosing when it comes to other genres. You can like Beyoncé without liking Justin Bieber. And most people, I believe, like the Beatles without liking Nickelback. But ironically, the differences between Beyoncé and Bieber or the Beatles and Nickelback are far less drastic than the harmonic and rhythmic differences between Monteverdi and late Schoenberg or Debussy and Bach. (And I’m not even mentioning—yet—the differences between quartets and operas or piano sonatas and symphonies—or the differences created by the musicians who actually perform these works.)

			The point is: you don’t have to like all classical music in order to be allowed to listen to some of it.

			My dream for you, insofar as this book is concerned, is not for you to be able to say, at the end of it, “I like classical music”—but for you to be able to say, rather, “I like Beethoven.” Or “I like Rachmaninoff.” Or “I appreciate the impeccable proportions and lyricism of Haydn and Mozart, but I prefer these attributes in the edgier, quirkier, more harmonically dissonant context of, say, Prokofiev during his neoclassical phase.”

			Only, please don’t actually say that unless you’re speaking to someone who already hates you.

			Compositional Periods

			There are, in fact, two “classical musics.”

			I know. First I said there was no classical music and now I’m saying there are two. Just bear with me for a minute.

			At first, there really was no classical music. But then, people—people who are dead, so we can’t yell at them—came in and started labeling things.

			Classical Music the Genre,[*] in its broadest definition, encompasses most of the Western music composed between AD 500 and 1900-ish, as well as all of that music composed after 1900-ish that stems from the same tradition (i.e., not pop, not jazz, not folk). Most people, though, when they speak of “classical music,” mean Western music composed between 1600 and 1900, plus the music of a handful of composers after that stretch.

			Then there’s the Classical period, which lies within the frame of the larger genre, spanning from approximately 1730 to 1820.[*] Both the Classical period and the classical genre are labels invented by later generations (the composers of this period, like Mozart and Haydn, for example, didn’t think of themselves as “classical” composers)—but the Classical period is the more useful label, for reasons I will explain below.

			Composers, like pop artists and bands, have their own unique sounds. These can even shift—and often do—over the course of a composer’s life. But there are also larger, universal musical styles and aesthetic trends that flourish during each era—and in the classical world we mark these trends, as they apply to music, with compositional periods.

			The trends of these eras aren’t isolated. They’re a reflection and a part of society’s broader mood swings—like fashion, speech, artistic movements, and so on. One of my early violin teachers, a strict but likable Polish woman whose only weakness was for red wine, used to have me study the contemporary art and architecture of whichever compositions she assigned me. It was a welcome break from the usual drill work she demanded—and a great excuse to stare at period clothes and naked bodies.[*] But it was also fascinating to see how Bach’s compositions echoed the formality of his seventeenth-century surroundings; how Mozart’s works reflected the balance, proportion, and relative restraint seen in the architecture and artwork of the late 1700s; and how, over the course of the next two centuries, composers and artists moved herdlike toward expressivity and romanticism and then on to the abstract and nontraditional.

			While there are still significant differences between the styles of individual composers within each time frame, the broader trends serve as helpful guidelines for anyone looking to determine or expand upon their listening preferences. If you like Mozart’s general sound, you may also like the sounds of Haydn and Beethoven (during the latter’s early and middle periods in particular)—or if you like Bach, the logical next step for you would be to sample Handel and Vivaldi—and so on and so forth. It’s possible that these stylistic preferences even carry across artistic mediums: that those who appreciate the pensiveness and majesty of Caspar David Friedrich’s landscapes might gravitate toward Brahms, while fans of Monet might enjoy the glimmering scintillation of Debussy. Either way, a basic overview of these periods and stylistic movements is key to navigating the genre.

			The seven basic periods that constitute the classical genre are: Medieval, Renaissance, Baroque,* Classical,* Romantic,* 20th-Century, and Contemporary.

			The three periods I’ve starred (Baroque, Classical, and Romantic) make up what is known as the “Common Practice Period.” This contains most of the household names of the repertoire—your Tchaikovskys, your Mozarts, your Beethovens, and what have you. But in fact, the word “common” here has nothing to do with popularity or renown. The “common” in “Common Practice Period” refers to the standardized (shared) practices adhered to by the composers of these eras—and more specifically, to the sound that we define as tonal.

			The periods after the Common Practice Period (20th-Century and Contemporary) are of equal importance to the repertoire and include many names you’re likely to recognize—like Stravinsky, Prokofiev, and Hans Zimmer. The Medieval and Renaissance periods, on the other hand, while crucial in laying the groundwork for the music that followed, are generally considered fringe territory.

			As for what all these periods sound like . . .

			The best way to find out is to listen to them, preferably with a scotch. As much as I’d like to spare you the agony that is Medieval music, I don’t want you to take my word for it that it’s awful. Some of you may well love it—and it’s your reaction that’s important.[*]

			So here are some listening lists—one per compositional period—along with some quick facts and biased descriptions. Please keep in mind that: (a) all of the pieces listed below contain a wide range of characters and sounds, so what you hear at the beginning won’t necessarily resemble what you’ll be hearing half a minute or several minutes into the music, and (b) these lists, along with the others you’ll find in this book, were my equivalent of Sophie’s Choice. If you don’t make use of them, my sacrifices will have been for nothing.

			THE MEDIEVAL PERIOD

			TIME FRAME: AD 500–1400 (liberally) or 1150–1400 (popularly, if “popular” is a word that can be applied here)

			NOTABLE COMPOSERS: Hildegard von Bingen (1098–1179), Léonin (1150-ish–1200-ish), Pérotin (1155-ish–1205-ish), Guillaume de Machaut (1300–1377)

			*Hildegard von Bingen was a woman. Enjoy the gender diversity; you won’t get another taste of it for a while.

			WHAT IT SOUNDS LIKE: Misery. Despair. Oppression. The Medieval period, as you’ve probably learned from history classes and/or computer games involving armored trolls and buxom elves, was a dark time. Its music was dark, too. This may be because it reflects the darkness of the environment from which it stemmed, but I would not be at all surprised to learn that it was, in fact, the cause of this darkness. Some of the pieces from this era are actually kind of cool, but the vast majority sound like the musical embodiment of the bubonic plague.

			Early music was modal rather than tonal, meaning that it was based on alternative scales that predate our modern concept of harmony. They were a bit like prototypes of the scales we use now: eerie, children’s-toy prototypes with wonky, soulless eyes and chillingly proportioned bodies. One of the more popular modes of the time was the Dorian mode: the single most depressing thing mankind has ever invented. I can’t explain why this particular selection of notes is so upsetting, but if you’ve ever been in a very cheerful mood and then been confronted with the song “Scarborough Fair” and suddenly found yourself looking for some rope to wrap around a ceiling joist in the barn you don’t have, you already know what I’m talking about. That is what the Dorian mode does to people. Which is why I always avoid music from the Medieval period—and Simon and Garfunkel—at all costs.

			This period also encompasses Gregorian chant, an early form of liturgical music developed by the Roman Catholic Church. It’s kind of like the primordial ooze of classical music. You’ve probably heard it before—if nowhere else then in that scene in Monty Python and the Holy Grail where the monks process by, droning in unison and hitting their faces periodically with planks of wood. Incidentally, this is exactly how I would react if I had to spend my days singing Gregorian chant.

			WHAT IT MIGHT SOUND LIKE TO SOMEONE WHO HATES IT LESS THAN I DO: Catacombs. Dark soulfulness. A lone tree stripped of its leaves. The search for reason. Or, perhaps, acceptance of the human condition—of the darkness of winter—of cold and hunger and pain.

			WHAT IT SOUNDS LIKE, LITERALLY:

			
					
					“Ave Maria, O auctrix vite”—Hildegard von Bingen

				

					
					“Nunc aperuit nobis”—Hildegard von Bingen

				

					
					“Je vivroie liement”—Guillaume de Machaut (BEWARE THE DORIAN MODE)

				

					
					“Beata viscera”—Pérotin

				

					
					“Viderunt omnes”—Pérotin[*]

				

					
					If you want to listen to Gregorian chant, just look up “Gregorian chant.” It literally all sounds the same.

				

			

			THE RENAISSANCE PERIOD

			TIME FRAME: 1400–1600

			NOTABLE COMPOSERS: Guillaume Dufay (1397–1474), Josquin de Prez (1450/55–1521), Thomas Tallis (1505–1585), Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina (1525–1594), William Byrd (1539/40–1623), John Dowland (1563–1626), Claudio Monteverdi (1567–1643)[*]

			WHAT IT SOUNDS LIKE: A field trip to Medieval Times. It’s no wonder that Medieval-themed places use Renaissance-inspired music for their shows; no one would come if they used real Medieval scores. Or, at least, no one would come back because they’d all have killed themselves on the way home.

			A lot of Renaissance music evokes court jesters and jig-like dances, neither of which I generally enjoy, but what I do like about this period are its songs and choral works. My hatred of the preceding era makes the celestial-sounding sonorities of Thomas Tallis all the more uplifting; his music sounds, to me, like the first rays of hope after a full millennium of utter wretchedness—like the first green buds emerging from the branches, or pushing up through the frozen earth. I’m not an expert on Western religion, but if I had to make a guess based purely on shifts in the musical landscape, I’d say that at some point between the Medieval and Renaissance eras, religious officials started focusing a bit less on Hell and eternal damnation and a bit more on Heaven and salvation. It should be noted, however, that this period still contains plenty of pieces written in the Dorian mode for those of you looking to jump-start your instant and lasting depressions.

			Interestingly, many of the songs—and by this I mean compositions for single voice and accompaniment[*]—from this era are much closer to pop songs in terms of structure, length, and harmonic simplicity than the compositions of the next few centuries. This is probably why Sting recorded an album of sixteenth-century songs with lutenist Edin Karamazov back in 2006. Commercially, the album didn’t do as well as some of his others, but his performance of John Dowland’s “Come Again” (the same song my parents used against me as a weapon of embarrassment in their Words and Music class) did convince me that he deserves his status as a sex icon. So at least I don’t have to waste time arguing with people about that anymore.

			SOME LESS DEPRESSING SONORITIES TO OVERWRITE THE MEMORY OF THE LAST PERIOD:

			
					
					“Ne irascaris, Domine”—William Byrd

				

					
					“Come Again”—John Dowland

				

					
					“J’ai mis mon cuer”—Guillaume Dufay (this is the only court-jester-sounding one I’ve included)

				

					
					“Zefiro torna”—Claudio Monteverdi

				

					
					“Missa Papae Marcelli”—Giovanni Pierluigi da Palestrina

				

					
					“If Ye Love Me”—Thomas Tallis[*]

				

			

			THE BAROQUE PERIOD

			TIME FRAME: 1600–1750

			NOTABLE COMPOSERS: Jean-Baptiste Lully (1632–1687), Arcangelo Corelli (1653–1713), Henry Purcell (1659–1695), Johann Sebastian Bach (1685–1750),[*] George Frideric Handel (1685–1759), Domenico Scarlatti (1685–1757), Antonio Vivaldi (1678–1741)

			WHAT IT SOUNDS LIKE: Solemnity. Or genius. Or power. You know when you’re wearing a cape because the Archbishop of Canterbury is about to anoint you sovereign of the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and the other realms and territories that come with it? Or when you’re an iconically named cannibalistic mastermind in the midst of chewing off a prison guard’s face to an ironically placid score? Like that.

			Baroque music has a reputation for being formal (hence its ceremonial uses) and for being cerebral (hence its associations with evil geniuses). Musicians complain about these associations, but there are actually good reasons for them. Much of this music was composed explicitly for religious or ceremonial use—in fact, Handel’s “Zadok the Priest,” which he wrote (along with three other coronation anthems) for the coronation of King George II, has been performed at every British monarch’s coronation since. Formal court dances were also a major source of inspiration for many composers. And it’s important, too, to consider that this period overlapped with the Age of Enlightenment and the Scientific Revolution. Composers were participants in the larger cultural mindsets of their respective times, so it follows that these works contain a certain amount of intellectual exploration.

			By the height of the Baroque period, there were standardized compositional techniques and principles (like counterpoint: the combining of two or more separate, active voices according to a specific set of harmonic rules)—and composers were eager to test and expand upon them. This is another element that can sometimes give this music a mathematical, almost geometric feel. Bach’s music, which even features things like hidden codes and fractals, is particularly known for its structural complexity.

			What so many of my colleagues object to, I believe (and I object to it, too, for the record), is when Baroque music is reduced to its anatomical virtuosity. It’s not that it isn’t sometimes formal—or that it isn’t sometimes like a brainy puzzle. (That was one of the things that drew me to it, remember, when I was a kid.) It’s just that “formal” and “cerebral” are not the best or most accurate adjectives to describe this music.

			The Baroque period is where those buds of hope and faith that emerged during the Renaissance period blossom into a musical spring. Precision and structural perfection are not the objectives of this music, but rather by-products of a higher aim: to create something magnificent and grand—like a cathedral built of notes instead of stone, in the name of faith or whichever unknowable flicker of transcendence human beings seem to feel and grasp at.

			Consider Handel’s “Zadok the Priest.” The music begins as a gentle rippling—hushed and reverent yet glimmering with anticipation. A single line emerges, too unchanging to be called a melody but compelling nonetheless, through its nobility. It rises unstoppably like the dawn, growing in intensity and resolve until the rippling underneath can no longer be restrained—and the music swells, in one unified surge, into a divine and immaculate pronouncement. The listener cannot help but feel awed and humbled by its power—its sublimity—and has no choice but to submit.

			“Zadok the Priest” is still a relevant coronation anthem not because of its history, but because of the impact of Handel’s music. It’s so effective, in fact, at inspiring this sense of awe and humility in those who hear it that the Union of European Football Associations uses an adaptation of it for its Champions League anthem. UEFA could have chosen from any number of popular songs (“We Are the Champions,” for instance)—or commissioned works in any number of styles—but as they were making their choice in 1992, it was a coronation anthem that Handel had written over two centuries earlier that spoke to them—that still speaks to millions of fans (like my FC Bayern Munich–obsessed husband) every year.

			GIVE ME GENIUS VILLAINS AND CATHEDRALS MADE OF NOTES:[*]

			
					
					Goldberg Variations, BWV 988—Johann Sebastian Bach

				

					
					St. John Passion, BWV 245—Johann Sebastian Bach

				

					
					Violin Sonata No. 1 in G Minor, BWV 1001—Johann Sebastian Bach

				

					
					The Well-Tempered Clavier, BWV 846–893—Johann Sebastian Bach

				

					
					Concerto grosso in G Minor, Op. 6, no. 8, “Christmas Concerto”—Arcangelo Corelli

				

					
					Water Music, Suite No. 1 in F Major, HWV 348—George Frideric Handel

				

					
					“Zadok the Priest,” HWV 258—George Frideric Handel

				

					
					Piano Sonata in B Minor, K. 27—Domenico Scarlatti

				

					
					Concerto for Two Cellos in G Minor, RV 531—Antonio Vivaldi

				

					
					“Vedrò con mio diletto,” from the opera Giustino—Antonio Vivaldi

				

			

			THE CLASSICAL PERIOD

			TIME FRAME: 1730–1820

			NOTABLE COMPOSERS: Joseph Haydn (1732–1809), Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart (1756–1791), Ludwig van Beethoven (1770–1827)[*]

			WHAT IT SOUNDS LIKE: Money. At least, that’s what Hollywood and Madison Avenue want you to think. Together with Baroque music, Classical music is often used to denote fussy refinement.

			But it’s only on the surface that it embodies the things that Hollywood wants it to—that it’s inherently restrained by rules and conventions (like counterpoint—though a more lilting and melodic version of it than the kind found in the Baroque period). If you give it a few earnest moments of listening, you’ll find that there are layers here—of suppressed ecstasy and pathos, of soulful penetration, of bubbling joy and seething rage. And it’s the tension between these disparate sides, between exterior and interior, that lends this music its power.

			It can also be pretty slapstick. Modern audiences don’t always have the contextual awareness, or feel they have the permission, to recognize musical jokes when they occur, but the audiences of the day were more at ease when it came to this type of music.[*] In The Marriage of Figaro, for example, Mozart openly mocks the contemptible Count Almaviva by scoring his arias with comical hiccup-like blips and plodding, exaggeratedly simple melodies. He even hints at the character’s sexual ineptitude by giving his phrases early and abruptly thunderous climaxes. In Don Giovanni, he simultaneously mocks and lauds himself by quoting one of his other Marriage of Figaro arias, scoring it as the background music for Giovanni’s supper, which prompts Leporello (Giovanni’s cheeky but loyal servant) to complain that he’s sick of hearing Figaro wherever he goes.

			And this is to say nothing of Mozart’s scatological works, which we’ll get to later.

			There were other funny composers, too. At the end of Haydn’s Opus 33, no. 2 quartet (entitled “The Joke”), Haydn uses surprise pauses, unnatural breaks, and misleading cadences to trick the audience into clapping too early—and then too late. And in the second movement, he writes in a number of tasteless slides, creating a goopy, drunken effect that flies in the face of the period’s aesthetic. Or any kind of aesthetic, really.

			The great composers of the era adhered to the period’s signature grace and lyricism, but they never left it at that. They always incorporated something funnier—or something more profound.

			SHOW ME THE MONEY:[*]

			
					
					Piano Concerto No. 21 in C Major, K. 467—Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

				

					
					Piano Quartet No. 1 in G Minor, K. 478—Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

				

					
					Le nozze di Figaro (The Marriage of Figaro)—Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

				

					
					Clarinet Quintet in A Major, K. 581—Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart

				

					
					Cello Concerto No. 1 in C Major, Hob. VIIb:1—Joseph Haydn

				

					
					String Quartet in E-flat Major, Op. 33, no. 2, “The Joke”—Joseph Haydn

				

					
					Piano Concerto No. 3 in C Minor, Op. 37—Ludwig van Beethoven[*]

				

					
					Symphony No. 3 in E-flat Major, Op. 55, “Eroica”—Ludwig van Beethoven

				

					
					String Quartet No. 10 in E-flat Major, Op. 74, “Harp”—Ludwig van Beethoven

				

					
					Piano Trio in B-flat Major, Op. 97, “Archduke”—Ludwig van Beethoven

				

			

			THE ROMANTIC PERIOD

			TIME FRAME: 1820–1915

			NOTABLE COMPOSERS: Franz Schubert (1797–1828), Felix Mendelssohn (1809–1847), Frédéric Chopin (1810–1849), Robert Schumann (1810–1856), Richard Wagner (1813–1883), Giuseppe Verdi (1813–1901), Clara Schumann (1819–1896), Johannes Brahms (1833–1897), Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky (1840–1893), Antonín Dvořák (1841–1904), Edvard Grieg (1843–1907), Giacomo Puccini (1858–1924), Gustav Mahler (1860–1911), Richard Strauss[*] (1864–1949), Amy Beach (1867–1944), Sergei Rachmaninoff (1873–1943), Samuel Coleridge-Taylor (1875–1912)

			WHAT IT SOUNDS LIKE: Feelings. Sometimes the breathtaking and transformative kind that capture exactly what it’s like to love or grieve or wonder. And sometimes the hyperdramatic, berserk kind that offer you a terrifying glimpse into what used to go on inside your pathologically jealous ex-boyfriend’s head whenever you got a text from anyone with a penis who wasn’t your dad.

			The Romantic period is an era of more. Its pieces are longer, louder, and more intense—with sweeping gestures, a juicier range of harmonies, and generally larger, more diverse ensembles (which create richer, fuller sounds). This period also has more composers of note, many of whom I was forced, most painfully, to exclude from the list above.

			Technically, music from this period is called “Romantic music.” I have trouble referring to it as such, though, because it makes me sound like I’m in the year 2001, trying to sell a five-hundred-track CD set of the world’s most romantic songs on the Home Shopping Network.

			Music from this era isn’t exactly “romantic” in the candle-lined-hot-tub sense of the word, although if you want to listen to it in the hot tub, be my guest. This kind of romanticism is more connected to the Sturm und Drang movement—and the ideals of the French Revolution—and whatever it was in the water that made people like Edgar Allan Poe and Lord Byron fall in love with their cousins.

			Some of it—particularly in the early period—is still restrained, tempering expressivity and luxuriousness with structural discipline. Some of the later music, however, gives me the feeling that I’ve been looped into a very long and exhausting public therapy session marked by a series of undeniably profound revelations—but also by a good amount of complaining and weeping and airing out of confessions I might have chosen to spare myself, had I been given the choice.

			Which is the point, I suppose; this was all part of the gradual loosening (or unraveling, depending on your view) of structure and discipline that took place as the period progressed, when elements like form and proportion became secondary to self-expression.

			This period contains—undoubtedly—some of the most accessibly stimulating music the genre has to offer, and the increased emotional fluidity is what tons of people love about it. I just sometimes find it a bit annoying that when I throw a two-hour tantrum it’s “immature,” but when Mahler does it, everyone hails him as an innovative genius simply because he had the foresight to write his out in score form.

			LET’S HEAR THIS NOT-ROMANTIC ROMANTIC MUSIC:[*]

			
					
					Impromptu in G-flat Major, Op. 90, no. 3 (D. 899, no. 3)—Franz Schubert

				

					
					Ballade No. 1 in G Minor, Op. 23—Frédéric Chopin

				

					
					Piano Trio No. 2 in C Minor, Op. 66—Felix Mendelssohn

				

					
					Piano Trio in G Minor, Op. 17—Clara Schumann

				

					
					Cello Concerto in A Minor, Op. 129—Robert Schumann

				

					
					Piano Quintet in F Minor, Op. 34—Johannes Brahms

				

					
					Violin Concerto in D Major, Op. 35—Pyotr Ilyich Tchaikovsky

				

					
					Parsifal—Richard Wagner[*]

				

					
					Piano Trio No. 4 in E Minor, Op. 90, B. 166, “Dumky”—Antonín Dvořák

				

					
					Ballade in A Minor for Orchestra, Op. 33—Samuel Coleridge-Taylor

				

					
					Ein Heldenleben, Op. 40—Richard Strauss

				

					
					Piano Concerto in C-sharp Minor, Op. 45—Amy Beach

				

					
					Symphony No. 4 in G Major—Gustav Mahler

				

					
					Piano Concerto No. 2 in C Minor, Op. 18—Sergei Rachmaninoff

				

			

			THE 20TH-CENTURY PERIOD

			TIME FRAME: Really?

			NOTABLE COMPOSERS—EARLIER: Claude Debussy (1862–1918), Jean Sibelius (1865–1957), Arnold Schoenberg—early period (1874–1951), Charles Ives (1874–1954), Maurice Ravel (1875–1937), Béla Bartók (1881–1945), Igor Stravinsky (1882–1971), Anton Webern (1883–1945), Alban Berg (1885–1935), Florence Price (1887–1953), Sergei Prokofiev (1891–1953), Lili Boulanger (1893–1918), Paul Hindemith (1895–1963), Erich Wolfgang Korngold (1897–1957), Dmitri Shostakovich (1906–1975)

			NOTABLE COMPOSERS—LATER: Aaron Copland (1900–1990), Olivier Messiaen (1908–1992), Elliott Carter (1908–2012), Samuel Barber (1910–1981), John Cage (1912–1992), Witold Lutosławski (1913–1994), Benjamin Britten (1913–1976), George Walker (1922–2018), György Ligeti (1923–2006), Pierre Boulez (1925–2016), Tōru Takemitsu (1930–1996), Coleridge-Taylor Perkinson (1932–2004)

			WHAT IT SOUNDS LIKE: Sometimes it sounds like Romantic music; and sometimes it sounds like someone ran a piece from the Classical era through a weird Addams Family filter. Sometimes it sounds jarring and percussive in an engaging, thrilling kind of way; and sometimes it sounds like Aunt Hilda’s cat is walking on your piano.

			This period has no unified sound or set of aesthetics. It, like the larger classical genre, is the aggregate of many different styles and movements (including serialism, neoclassicism, minimalism, and modernism). What can be said about the era as a whole, though, is that it illustrates a gradual trend away from traditional scales and foot-tapping rhythms, and shows, instead, a mass migration toward new or unorthodox methods of composition.

			Twentieth-century music tends to experiment with the abstract and nontraditional: to bring in new techniques and sometimes extramusical elements, to challenge the usual harmonies we expect, and to keep us slightly off-balance through its use of the irregular. It features composers like Samuel Barber and the young Arnold Schoenberg, whose music is both harmonious and emotive, alongside composers like Pierre Boulez and the mature Arnold Schoenberg, who utilized something called the “twelve-tone” technique: a strict method of composition that blurs the lines between music and mathematics and adheres to an entirely different musical aesthetic.

			Then there are guys like Stravinsky, Prokofiev, and Hindemith, whose works push against traditional tonalities while also experimenting with compositional motifs and techniques from the Classical and Baroque eras. And there are also composers like Steve Reich, Karlheinz Stockhausen, and John Cage, who often turned out pieces that were as much concept as content. Stockhausen’s Helikopter-Streichquartett was written for string quartet and four helicopters.[*] And John Cage’s 4′33″ consists only of musicians (or anyone, I suppose) walking onto the stage, sitting silently for four minutes and thirty-three seconds, and walking out. The music is the sound of the audience’s reaction.

			Certain old-school classical music fans avoid music from the twentieth century—just as some fans of Leonardo da Vinci and Renoir avoid the Tate Modern and MoMA—but there are many people who find its diversity, perspective, and intellectual richness more provocative than the products of the earlier periods. Some of my favorite pieces come from this era, as do many of my least favorite pieces.

			I should also tell you a bit about Impressionism, which is a stylistic movement that began in France in the later part of the nineteenth century and stretched into the early twentieth. Its placement here is debatable, but its tonal ambiguity makes it an even poorer fit for the Romantic period, which, as you’ll remember, makes up one-third of the Common Practice Period—a period that was united by its shared tonality.

			Claude Debussy and Maurice Ravel are the big names here, although many see Gabriel Fauré as the father of the style. (Ravel even studied with him. Debussy didn’t, but he is buried in the same cemetery.)

			The aesthetic trends of this style are essentially the same as those of the Impressionist painters: the idea is to depict mood, as well as visual phenomena like sunlight on water. Here you’ll find music that’s evocative rather than decisive, effective rather than structurally resolute—closer to liquid mercury in substance than the often- sinewy material of the Romantics. There are sudden, sparkling bursts of color and shimmering textures, and occasional dips into the modes of the Medieval and Renaissance periods.[*] It’s very French in sound, but even my father—who blames everything on the French (despite the fact that his only real complaint is that their food gives him indigestion)—cannot deny that this is some of the most electrifying music the repertoire has to offer.

			Interestingly, Debussy did not approve of the term “Impressionism”—or the “imbeciles” who labeled him as one of its practitioners. Unfortunately for him, though, he is the quintessential Impressionist composer according to our contemporary definition of the term, and there’s not much that he can do about it now that he’s buried in the Cimetière de Passy. (With Fauré.)

			JUST TELL ME WHAT TO PUT IN MY SPOTIFY PLAYLIST:[*]

			
					
					String Quartet in G Minor, Op. 10—Claude Debussy

				

					
					Prélude à l’après-midi d’un faune, L. 86—Claude Debussy

				

					
					Piano Trio in A Minor—Maurice Ravel

				

					
					La Valse—Maurice Ravel

				

					
					The Rite of Spring (Le sacre du printemps)—Igor Stravinsky

				

					
					Clairières dans le ciel—Lili Boulanger

				

					
					Symphony No. 1 in D Major, Op. 25, “Classical Symphony”—Sergei Prokofiev

				

					
					Piano Quintet in E Major, Op. 15—Erich Wolfgang Korngold

				

					
					The Miraculous Mandarin Suite, Op. 19, Sz. 73—Béla Bartók

				

					
					Viola Concerto—William Walton

				

					
					Violin Concerto—Alban Berg

				

					
					Quartet for the End of Time (Quatuor pour la fin du temps)—Olivier Messiaen

				

					
					String Quartet No. 8 in C Minor, Op. 110—Dmitri Shostakovich

				

					
					Lamentations: Black/Folk Song Suite for Solo Cello —Coleridge-Taylor Perkinson

				

					
					Quatrain II—Tōru Takemitsu

				

					
					Helikopter-Streichquartett—Karlheinz Stockhausen

				

			

			THE CONTEMPORARY PERIOD

			TIME FRAME: If you’re a composer and you’re alive, this is you.

			NOTABLE COMPOSERS, DIVIDED BY GENERATION (BECAUSE BIRTH DATES/PREDICTED DEATH DATES ARE AWKWARD):

			
					
					Silent Generation: John Corigliano, Philip Glass, Meredith Monk, Arvo Pärt, Steve Reich, Ellen Taaffe Zwilich

				

					
					Boomers: John Adams, John Luther Adams, Thomas Adès, Eleanor Alberga, George Benjamin, Unsuk Chin, Tan Dun, Michael Gordon, Jennifer Higdon, Aaron Jay Kernis, David Lang, Kaija Saariaho, Julia Wolfe, Hans Zimmer

				

					
					Gen X: Andy Akiho, Marcos Balter, Raven Chacon, Gabriela Lena Frank, Jake Heggie, John Mackey, Missy Mazzoli, Andrew Norman, Paola Prestini, Sarah Kirkland Snider, Christopher Theofanidis, Eric Whitacre

				

					
					Millennial: Timo Andres, Courtney Bryan, Reena Esmail, Jessie Montgomery, Nico Muhly, Gity Razaz, Ellen Reid, Caroline Shaw, Carlos Simon

				

					
					Gen Z: TBD

				

			

			One of the cool things about listening to new music is that you get to play an active role in history. It’s like watching The Masked Singer live so that you can vote—instead of waiting, as I do, until after the results are announced because you can’t bear to take part in the squelching of any of these very-well-off celebrities’ temporary dreams. The flip side of this is that Time has yet to make its edits to the field. Plenty of Classical and Baroque composers who were popular back in the day have been largely forgotten in the centuries since. These are just a few of the wonderful composers who live among us. I can say with confidence that their music deserves to be heard, but it would take a very talented prognosticator to say which of today’s composers will be equated, in the future, to the names I’ve listed in the previous sections. And the only thing I’ve ever been good at predicting is how my sister’s relationships will play out.[*]

			WHAT IT SOUNDS LIKE: Twentieth-century music. As I mentioned earlier, Contemporary music is really an extension of the 20th-Century period. There was no magical shift that occurred at the millennium (despite what Y2K doomsday preppers predicted), apart from the expiration of the descriptor “twentieth century.” And because a lot of these composers have very selfishly sprawled out across both time periods, many of the works we consider “contemporary” were, in fact, composed in the twentieth century.

			The two trends I want to mention are these:

			First, the lines between the various sound worlds are blurring. Some of this music sounds closer to pop or jazz than what most people think of as “classical.” Second (and this is partly because of the line-blurring), while much of today’s classical music is atonal and experimental, the last few decades have seen a number of composers move back toward tonality, reversing the trend of the 20th-Century period.

			Many contemporary composers employ a wide range of styles—often even within the same piece of music. John Corigliano’s score for The Red Violin is relatively homogenous and tonal, but his Symphony No. 3, entitled “Circus Maximus,” spans from pronounced harmonic clashes to something I can only describe as honky-tonk to suspended zero-gravity, zero-tonality soundscapes to, as you might have guessed, circus music. One of the central movements, “Channel Surfing,” mimics the effect its title promises by jumping abruptly through a series of contrasting musical segments.

			John Adams is another fan of the stylistic patchwork quilt. The opening of his opera The Death of Klinghoffer utilizes sonorities one might hear in a musical by Sondheim, while the opera’s big concertmaster solo—the one I accidentally rewrote in a performance, once, while Adams was conducting—was inspired by Schoenberg’s earlier German Romantic works. And there’s another moment in the opera when the music shifts into a vapid, hollow, pop-like sound, which Adams picked to highlight the stupidity of a particular character. (Kind of a burn for the pop genre.) Adams calls his music “post-style,” which I like. And not only because I’m hoping to get off his shit list.

			Caroline Shaw is an example of a younger composer who’s taken up the “post-style” mantle. Her Partita for 8 Voices, which is one of the coolest pieces I’ve heard, visits practically every sound world an ensemble of eight vocalists can visit, including (among other things): spoken-word poetry, a twangy kind of folk music, a stunning Tallis-esque chorale, futuristic spaceship noises, Medieval tropes, and something that sounds, to me, like the calls of highly musical marine animals. You should really just listen to it.

			LET’S GET TO THE VOTING BIT:[*]

			
					
					Cantus in Memoriam of Benjamin Britten—Arvo Pärt

				

					
					Violin Concerto No. 1—Philip Glass

				

					
					The Death of Klinghoffer—John Adams

				

					
					Air for Violin and Piano—Aaron Jay Kernis

				

					
					Sept Papillons—Kaija Saariaho

				

					
					Sleep—Eric Whitacre

				

					
					Water Passion After St. Matthew—Tan Dun

				

					
					Symphony No. 3, “Circus Maximus”—John Corigliano

				

					
					The Little Match Girl Passion—David Lang

				

					
					Oceanic Verses—Paola Prestini

				

					
					Hilos—Gabriela Lena Frank

				

					
					Partita for 8 Voices—Caroline Shaw

				

					
					Cello Concerto—Unsuk Chin

				

					
					Portrait of a Queen—Carlos Simon

				

					
					Cadenza for the Once Young—Gity Razaz

				

					
					Violin Concerto No. 2, “Narcissus”—Eleanor Alberga

				

					
					“Peace”—Jessie Montgomery

				

			

			“Für Elise”

			I had a lot of music boxes growing up. Practically every significant adult in my childhood gave me a music box at one point or another. One of these boxes had a little ballerina who popped up when you opened the lid, spinning rigidly in place to Beethoven’s “Für Elise.”

			To this day, that piece still sounds tinny to me—and I always expect it to go all wobbly and flat and then taper down to a stop halfway through the fourth bar.

			I must have heard “Für Elise” well over 4,067,582 times by now. And I still think it sounded better as a music box jingle than a concert piece. I can’t say it’s a bad piece; I have no idea whether or not it is—because I’ve heard it so many goddamn times, in so many contexts, played by so many bad pianists, that I can no longer assess it without prejudice. But I suspect that it’s not a particularly good example of Beethoven’s work—because Beethoven himself chose not to publish it. It was found among his belongings after his death, along with a revised version that he also did not publish.

			It’s unfortunate, therefore, that it’s become the poster child for the entire genre.

			Whatever else you take away from this chapter—whether you retain the dates of the Baroque period[*]—or the definition of the word “counterpoint”[*]—I hope you’ll remember that classical music comprises a lot of different sounds and that it’s okay (even helpful) for you to discriminate between them.

			I hate Medieval music. Beethoven wasn’t a fan of “Für Elise.” Tchaikovsky, as we’ll touch on later, thought Brahms was “untalented” and “mediocre.” And there was a teacher at Juilliard who refused to teach any music that was written after the year 1900.[*]

			You’re allowed to dislike some of this music, too—as long as you don’t let it stop you from finding the pieces you like.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			talent isn’t a thing, either

			Okay, Fine, So It’s a Thing, but It’s Less of a Thing Than You Think

			I spent a year learning “Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star.” A year.[*]

			And before this period of staggering musical development was even possible, I had to learn how to hold a violin—and how to stand with it—which I did using an empty tissue box taped to a ruler and the round insert of a pizza box with feet drawn on it.

			My bow was made not out of wood but out of stackable markers. Remember those? With the colorful caps that fit onto both ends? I’m not sure they were even meant for stacking, actually. They certainly weren’t meant for staying stacked. I still remember scrambling across the hideous linoleum tiles of my parents’ kitchen floor several times each practice session to collect them whenever they broke apart. I also remember remembering scrambling across that hideous linoleum tile floor thirteen years later, when I was scrambling across a different floor because I’d just broken my real bow—a bow that had been made in the early 1900s by London’s W. E. Hill & Sons, for which my parents had paid seven thousand dollars. Of course, my first thought on that occasion was every profanity ever—but after calming down a bit I realized I probably should have seen it coming.

			After the tissue box, I graduated to a bright orange factory-made violin. It was essentially a toy—and the sound it made was like a fork on a plate, with a chipmunk voice filter over it. (Or like me, when I was two and a half, singing Mozart arias.) The stack of markers was replaced by a more structurally sound plastic bow that was decorated with colorful tape—so that I could see where the top, middle, and bottom portions of it were without having to do any math.

			Then came my year of “Twinkle,” which was hardly inspiring, but was far less oppressive and soul-crushing than practicing would eventually become. (That is, the “Twinkle” period wasn’t oppressive and soul-crushing for me; it was likely both those things for my dad, who used to sit through all my practice sessions.)

			Every step, every motion, was laid out for me. None of it was intuitive. Keep your fingers curved, let your arm lead your shifts, don’t pick your sister’s nose with your bow. After my muscles had absorbed these motions and I could finally play with some semblance of grace and dexterity, things started to feel more natural. Quite natural, in fact. I’d hear a beautiful phrase in a recording and I’d play it back, with the same inflections. Then I’d try it a different way—and then another different way—and another—until I found a way that felt like me. I didn’t really practice during this stage of my life; I just reveled in the music, in the thrill of creating sound.

			Then one day, when I’d “outgrown” my teacher,[*] I was handed over to a new one, who told me I was doing everything wrong. The wrist on my left hand was too far in; my thumb, which was double-jointed, was sticking too far out; my fingers were hitting the strings at the wrong angle. Everything became awkward and uncomfortable again—everything was reduced, once more, to a science.

			All of this is why my mother, when bored, scours the darkest corners of the internet for local newspaper articles about individuals who are supposedly so talented that they’re able to ascend, effortlessly, to the heights of virtuosity—and sends them to me. Well, this and the fact that watching me spiral into exasperated madness is her sport, her play: the thing she does for laughs because sitcoms and comedians and all the things that make normal people laugh just don’t do it for her.

			Hey, Ars: Have you heard about the man from Ogallala, Nebraska, who found a rusty old trumpet in his attic and was playing the solo from Bach’s Brandenburg Concerto No. 2 a week later?[*] And here’s a guy who ate ten platefuls of Tater Tots at the university cafeteria one morning, spent the next three days on the toilet, and was so dehydrated on the fourth day that he collapsed onto the piano bench in front of the piano he just happened to have but had never used before, only to find that he could play the entirety of Liszt’s “La campanella” from memory—even though he still has no idea who Liszt is.[*]

			Every time I hear the words “natural player,” I pull out a fistful of my hair.

			I once had a cabdriver who, upon seeing my violin, launched into a monologue about how lucky I was to be “gifted”—and to have a job that was “fun all the time.” He’d tried the violin once, too, you see, but holding the instrument had been painful and uncomfortable, which he’d just assumed, for some reason, was not the way playing the violin was supposed to feel.

			I remember wanting to show him my peeling fingertips and the lump on the index finger of my bow hand and the pus that was leaking and clotting from my neck at the spot where my chin rest chafed against it. I wanted to tell him about the pressure of performing—about my irrational but nevertheless consuming fear of vomiting onstage and the intense, cranky self-loathing that set in whenever my finger landed a fraction of a millimeter shy of or past where I’d trained it to. I didn’t, though. Instead I gave him a 20 percent tip, because I knew, on some level, that I was lucky (as is anyone who can afford to whine about things like job satisfaction)—and that there were plenty of musicians who hadn’t spiraled into such dark, self-pitying depths who would have agreed with his assessment.

			I’m not saying, by the way, that natural attributes don’t play a role. Even I, with my year spent on “Twinkle,” seem to have some inherent agility, coordination, or neurological inclination that renders me slightly more adept at music-making than my husband, Stephan, who’s very gifted in the field of law but whose German anthem sounds just like his French anthem (and not because he’s German and thinks they should be one and the same).[*] But there is still no definition of the word “natural” that encompasses what I went through to play the violin.

			The Un-naturals

			Now, some of you may be thinking to yourself, “Well, I hate to be rude, but is it possible that the issue here is that you just aren’t talented enough?”

			That’s a question I can’t really answer without ice cream, but I can tell you that my answer doesn’t matter. You can ask any of the world’s most famous classical musicians, and all but possibly one liar[*] will confirm that playing an instrument at a professional level requires endless amounts of slogging away, constant maintenance, and an extremely high tolerance for frustration and physical discomfort. No one sounds good right away. The difference between a talented and an untalented violinist, at the beginning, is not a difference of good or bad; it’s the difference of whether you’d sacrifice your firstborn or only your favorite aunt in order to make the noise stop.

			To go any further, we have to get into what the word “talent” actually means
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