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4 of 4 people found the following review helpful. A Moving True Story of Music and Mental IllnessBy ghost of a red 
roseThis is an unusual sort of biography. Actually, it is more memoir than biography, but there is a definite element of 
biography here, also, so I don't disagree with the tag.The Soloist is about Lopez's experiences in befriending a 
mentally ill homeless man whom he had noticed to be a startlingly gifted musician. As it turned out, the man, 
Nathaniel Ayers, had been trained in classical music at Juilliard. As an indication of Ayers' talent, note that he attended 
Juilliard on a full scholarship from 1970 - 1972, when black students were extremely rare - almost nonexistent - 
especially ones from lower-middle-class, single-parent families. He did extremely well in that ultra-competitive and 
stressful environment (straight A's in music performance classes; and also in other classes until his schizophrenia 
kicked in and his grades began to fall) until the illness finally forced him out. Ayers had been living on the streets for 
33 years and was in his mid-50's when Lopez met him.The book is as much about Lopez's efforts to help Ayers as it is 
about Ayers himself, which is why I'd consider it primarily a memoir. Finding financial help was the easy part. 
Lopez's popular columns in the largest newspaper of Los Angeles inspired a barrage of donations and offers of 
help.The problem was, Ayers didn't want help. He was content with his life as it was. But Lopez was frantic with 
worry about Ayers' safety on the worst Skid Row in America, where violent (and commonly random) beatings, 
stabbings, and deaths were a daily occurrence.Lopez does a great job describing his agony and frustration with Ayers' 
refusal to accept the donated free apartment and free treatment; while at the same time recognizing Ayers' dignity and 
his right as an adult to make his own decisions. They are feelings I know well. I experienced the same thing once in 
taking care of an old friend who had become mentally unstable, homeless, and also terminally ill due to alcoholism. It 
was an awful time in my life, and Lopez's vivid account brought it all back to me.Nathaniel Ayers, however, did not 
smoke, drink alcohol, or do drugs. In fact, he had a violent disgust towards anyone who did. It makes his situation all 
the more tragic - there is no way the reader can brush him off with the excuse, "He brought it on himself."One quote 
from the book really brought it home to me. We now know that most - and probably all - mental illness is caused by 
physiological dysfunctions that cannot be controlled by willpower or self-discipline. As Stella March, an activist who 
has a son with schizophrenia, said, "[Why is] it socially acceptable for them to sleep on filthy and dangerous streets? 
Would anyone tolerate an outdoor dumping ground for victims of cancer, ALS, and Parkinson's?"The Soloist is a 
moving, interesting, and very informative book which has accomplished a great deal in bringing these issues to the 
attention of the public as well as community leaders. But our economy has worsened considerable in the two years 
since its publication. I am afraid that the momentum it generated has been lost, and that budget cuts have made 
services for the homeless and mentally ill even scarcer. All the more reason why we should read this book now.The 
writing, although competent, isn't perfect. It is a little boring in places when it goes into politics. And Lopez's hopes 
and fears combined with Ayers' lapses become sadly repetitive after a while (although that is an artifact of the situation 
rather than the writing, it does influence the reader's experience of the book.) Also, I was surprised by the author's 
occasional mistakes in language and grammar. Admittedly, they are infrequent and subtle, such as using a word that 
was okay but not quite right, when a better option was available. Such things surprised me in view of Lopez's more 
than three decades as a professional journalist for highly respected newspapers and magazines.And it would have been 
nice if some photos had been included. You can see some online - including videos - if you google "Nathaniel Ayers," 
although it is difficult to differentiate the ones of the real Ayers from the movie stills and promotional photos. Check 
out this video from CBS's "60 Minutes": [..]I'd especially liked to have seen photos of Ayers' reunion with Yo-Yo Ma, 
who was a classmate at Juilliard - this was one of my favorite parts of the book.But these are small quibbles compared 
to the honesty of the writing, the highly interesting person that is Nathaniel Ayers, and the importance of the 
subject.I'm wondering what has become of Ayers since the book was published in 2008. The reader really comes to 
care about him. I hope that he is safe and well, that the two men's friendship has continued, and that Lopez will write a 
sequel.(273 pages)Quote from The Soloist:"The pendulum has swung too far to the side of leaving people like 
Nathaniel to fend for themselves."2 of 2 people found the following review helpful. Compelling readBy TCWow! I 
read this book as part of a book club. I flew through the first 95 pages and was disappointed to have to put it down! I 
quickly finished the rest of the book the next day. This author beautifully tells the tale of the difficulties of dealing 
with mental illness--and the wonderful, powerful possibilities that people possess. The author sheds light on a topic 
that many people may not know about or would choose to ignore--and how the realities in the cutbacks in mental 
health care have created "skid row". I consider this a must read book for entertainment as well as for mental health 
professionals and politicians and anyone who is touched by mental illness.I also love the fact that this book is realistic. 
There isn't a "perfect solution" presented nor a rosy outcome. Real life rarely has that. The author did a great job with 
describing how he struggled with the fact that there wasn't a "perfect solution" or rosy outcome and how he came to 
terms with meeting someone where they were and allowing that connection and friendship create a bridge to 
possibility. The author repeatedly struggled with wanting to find the "right" help and discovering that love and 
friendship was the "right" help. And while "the soloist" wouldn't be where he is today without professional mental 
health treatment and community resources, he would have never been able to access them if he didn't first have the 
love and friendship that the author offered.This is a wonderfully inspiring story and one, that I hope, encourages 
people to become active in their own communities offering love and friendship to their neighbors.1 of 1 people found 



the following review helpful. UnbelievableBy Ronald W. BrownThis is on my short list of the best books I have ever 
read. I was taken to extreme highs and extreme lows as Lopez takes me on an incredible journey and an eye opening 
expedition. This book was about Mr. Ayers but one can only stand in awe of not just a talented and troubled musician, 
the lessons of societal breakdowns, and the amazing journey of a writer, but brought to the forefront the possibility of 
not just changing our views, but doing something about them by changing our lives. My opinion is this should be 
required reading for everyone who knows something is wrong in our world and wants to do something to help. It 
brought me tears of joy and tears of despair, it made me look deeply into my own soul and realize that I, one simple 
man can make a difference if I would just set aside my own foolish pride and just stay the course of friendship for no 
other reason than the friendship itself. I marvel that there are actually people out there who rated this less than five 
stars. Thank you Mr. Lopez for touching not just my mind and my heart, but my very soul. And thank you Mr. Ayers 
for the life lessons you teach us and please "play on".

The New York Times bestselling, "unforgettable tale of hope, heart and humanity" (People) The true story of 
journalist Steve Lopez's discovery of Nathanial Ayers, a former classical bass student at Julliard, playing his heart out 
on a two-string violin on Los Angeles' Skid Row. Deeply affected by the beauty of Ayers music, Lopez took it upon 
himself to change the prodigy's life-only to find that their relationship would have a profound change on his own 
life.Watch a Video 

From Publishers WeeklyStarred . Scurrying back to his office one day, Lopez, a columnist for the L.A. Times, is 
stopped short by the ethereal strains of a violin. Searching for the sound, he spots a homeless man coaxing those 
beautiful sounds from a battered two-string violin. When the man finishes, Lopez compliments him briefly and rushes 
off to write about his newfound subject, Nathaniel Ayers, the homeless violinist. Over the next few days, Lopez 
discovers that Nathaniel was once a promising classical bass student at Juilliard, but that various pressuresincluding 
being one of a few African-American students and mounting schizophreniacaused him to drop out. Enlisting the help 
of doctors, mental health professionals and professional musicians, Lopez attempts to help Nathaniel move off Skid 
Row, regain his dignity, develop his musical talent and free himself of the demons induced by the schizophrenia (at 
one point, Lopez arranges to have Ayers take cello lessons with a cellist from the L.A. Symphony). Throughout, 
Lopez endures disappointments and setbacks with Nathaniel's case, questions his own motives for helping his friend 
and acknowledges that Nathaniel has taught him about courage and humanity. With self-effacing humor, fast-paced 
yet elegant prose and unsparing honesty, Lopez tells an inspiring story of heartbreak and hope. (Apr.) Copyright Reed 
Business Information, a division of Reed Elsevier Inc. All rights reserved.From Booklist*Starred * On the streets of 
the inner city, Los Angeles Times columnist and novelist Lopez (In the Clear, 2003) stumbled upon the story that 
changed his life. Nathaniel Ayers, a homeless African American man, was standing on a corner coaxing memorable 
music from a two-stringed violin. Turns out, 30 years earlier, Ayers had been at Juilliard studying classical bass when 
he experienced the first in a series of schizophrenic episodes that turned his musical dreams into a nightmare. Now, 
worlds away from the concert halls he imagined gracing, Ayers spends his days on Los Angeles Skid Row, fighting 
off rats and drug-frenzied fellow homelessand serenading passersby. The spot where Ayers has chosen to play is no 
accident; its near the citys statue of Beethoven and just down the hill from Walt Disney Concert Hall. Lopez quickly 
becomes an integral part of Ayers life, bringing him new instruments and even facilitating arrangements at a homeless 
shelter. But as he navigates the complex world of mental illness, Lopez discovers that good intentions (and good 
connections) are often powerless in the face of schizophrenia, a potent, prickly, unpredictable disease. Award-winning 
actors Jamie Foxx and Robert Downey Jr. are set to star in a movie version of this compelling, emotionally charged 
tale of raw talent and renewed hope. --Allison Block "Lopez is a terrific reporter. The Soloist is poignant, wise, and 
funny." -Sylvia Nasar, author of A Beautiful Mind "A heartbreaking, yet ultimately hopeful, read." -Essence "An 
utterly compelling tale." -Pete Earley, author of Crazy: A Father's Search Through America's Mental Health Madness 
"With self-effacing humor, fast-paced yet elegant prose, and unsparing honesty, Lopez tells an inspiring story of 
heartbreak and hope." -Publishers Weekly (starred review) "Compelling and gruffly tender...Lopez deserves 
congratulations for being the one person who did not avert his eyes and walk past the grubby man with the violin." -
Edward Humes, Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist writing for the Los Angeles Times 


