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One Campus, One Book, 2009-10, Moorpark College  
The Soloist, by Steve Lopez 

Berkeley Books, 2008, ISBN-13: 9780425226001 
 
Reserve Materials Available in Moorpark College Library: 

 2 copies of the book available for one-week loans 

 DVD (Aug. 4, 2009 release) 

 CD of selected music mentioned in The Soloist (see page 2 of this guide) 

 Levitin, Daniel J. This is Your Brain on Music: The Science of a Human Obsession. 

 TakePart’s The Soloist Educational Resource Guide  (http://www.takepart.com/videos/the-soloist-complete-educational-
resource-guide/17835?filter=mediatype-url). 

Resources: People in the Book 

1. The Nathaniel Anthony Ayers Foundation, for the Artistically Gifted Mentally Ill: http://www.naayers.org/  
2. Steve Lopez Official Website: http://stevelopezonline.com/ , which includes the following: 

 Lopez Biography 

 Original L.A. Times columns about Nathaniel Ayers 

 Link to LAMP Community, http://www.lampcommunity.org/ 

 Book Reviews of the Soloist 

 Movie trailer and features 

 Blog 

 And more! 

Publisher’s Resource: Penguin Reading Group Guide http://us.penguingroup.com/static/rguides/us/soloist.html  
 
News Coverage of Lopez & Ayers: 
CBS News/60 Minutes: “How Mr. Ayers and Mr. Lopez Became Friends,” Mar. 22, 2009: 
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2009/03/22/60minutes/main4882450.shtml  
NPR Audio: “The Real Story Behind the Soloist,” Apr. 24, 2009 http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=103415385  
 
Movie Resources: 
Movie trailer, clip, related interview at IMDB: http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0821642/ 
Official Movie Website: http://www.soloistmovie.com/ 
 
Other Institutions’ Community Reading Initiatives with The Soloist: 

 CSUN Freshman Reading Experience: http://www.csun.edu/afye/CommonRead.html 
o Steve Lopez will be the Freshman Convocation Keynote Speaker on Thurs., Sept. 3, 2009, 6pm, Oviatt Library Lawn 
o Lesson plans, list of further reading 
o Links to YouTube video of performances of music mentioned in The Soloist 

 Thousand Oaks Library: http://www.thousandoaksreads.org/ 
o Steve Lopez will appear at the Thousand Oaks Civic Arts Plaza, Saturday, Nov. 14, 2009, Fred Kavli Theater 
o Community Essay Contest 
o Discussion Questions:  http://www.thousandoaksreads.org/2009/book_09.htm#questions  
o Read-alikes in the T.O. Library collection for readers of different ages: 

http://www.thousandoaksreads.org/2009/companion_09.htm  
o Free community events, inc luding musical performances, discussions, and movie screenings 
o Annotated list, from One Book of Philadelphia, of all music mentioned in The Soloist 

http://www.thousandoaksreads.org/2009/Musical_composition_descriptions.pdf  

https://outlook.vcccd.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=27b66cef38a640d983114e909a4f232e&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.takepart.com%2fvideos%2fthe-soloist-complete-educational-resource-guide%2f17835%3ffilter%3dmediatype-url
https://outlook.vcccd.edu/owa/redir.aspx?C=27b66cef38a640d983114e909a4f232e&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwww.takepart.com%2fvideos%2fthe-soloist-complete-educational-resource-guide%2f17835%3ffilter%3dmediatype-url
http://www.naayers.org/
http://stevelopezonline.com/
http://www.lampcommunity.org/
http://us.penguingroup.com/static/rguides/us/soloist.html
http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2009/03/22/60minutes/main4882450.shtml
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.php?storyId=103415385
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0821642/
http://www.soloistmovie.com/
http://www.csun.edu/afye/CommonRead.html
http://www.thousandoaksreads.org/
http://www.thousandoaksreads.org/2009/book_09.htm#questions
http://www.thousandoaksreads.org/2009/companion_09.htm
http://www.thousandoaksreads.org/2009/Musical_composition_descriptions.pdf
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The Music: 
Selected Moorpark College Library Sound Recordings: 

 Beethoven. Symphonie No. 3 op. 55 : "Eroica" / Ludwig van Beethoven. Symphonie no. 8 D 759 : "Unvollendete" 
/ Franz Schubert . CD Collection ES BEET 3 L 22. 

 Beethoven. Symphonie No. 5 op. 67  / Beethoven. Symphonie No. 3 op. 97. CD Collection ES BEET 5 G 22. 

 Beethoven. Symphonie No. 9, op. 125CD Collection ES BEET 9 B 32 

 Beethoven. Symphony no. 6 in F major, op. 68 "Pastorale". Audiotape Collection T 224 

 Don Quixote / R. Strauss ; Cello concerto / Lalo. CD Collection EC STRAU-R DQ D 82 

 Ma, Yo-Yo. Cello suites : inspired by Bach. Circulation Desk GS BACH CS M 03 Booklet 

 Ma, Yo-Yo. Face to Face With Beethoven. CD Collection. EC BEET VN-61 M 12 

 Ma, Yo-Yo. Quintet, op. 163, D. 956, C major / Franz Schubert. CD Collection. F SCHUB QUI M 34. 

 Perlman, Itzhak. Piano trio no. 6 in B flat major op. 97  : "Archduke" ; Piano trio no. 7 in B flat major, WoO 39 
(1812) / Beethoven. CD Collection F BEET TRI A 02 

 Saint-Saëns, Camille. Carnival of the animals. CD Collection EA PROK PW L 99 

 Sibelius, Jean. Complete Symphonies. CD Collection ES SIBE CS D 72 

 Tchaikovsky, Peter. Cello concerto, op. 104 / Dvořák. Rokoko variations [sic] : op. 33 / Tchaikovsky. CD Collection 
EC DVOR C-104 R 32. 

 
Contents of Disc on Reserve with Selected Songs Mentioned in The Soloist 

Track Pages in The Soloist Music Performer (when a figure 
mentioned in The Soloist) 

1 35, 162 Dvorak’s Cello Concerto Pablo Casals 

2 37 Rhapsody, Ernest Bloch  

3 43 Beethoven’s 6th, Pastorale  

4 67 Tchaikovsky’s Variations on a Rococo 
Theme 

 

5 67, 145 Strauss’ Don Quixote Jacqueline DuPre 

6 105, 116 Beethoven’s 3rd, Eroica  

7 163 Camille Saint-Saens, Carnival of the 
Animals, “The Swan” 

Yo-Yo Ma 

8 187 Beethoven’s 9th, Ode to Joy  

9 190, 280 (biography 
gift) 

Franz Schubert, Sonato for Cello, 
Arpeggione 

 

10 224, 26 Beethoven’s Seranade in D Itzhak Perlman 

11 224 Beethoven’s 5th Symphony  

12 250 Tchaikovsky’s Seranade for Strings  

13 276 Mendelssohn, Song Without Words Yo-Yo Ma 

14 286 (ending scene of 
book), 67 

Sibelius’ 2nd Symphony  

 
 
  

http://library.moorparkcollege.edu/cgi-bin/Pwebrecon.cgi?v1=23&ti=21,23&Search%5FArg=beethoven&SL=None&Search%5FCode=NAME%5F&CNT=10&PID=Ev18WPUNRNID7Xu6jsf9gCNisLn&SEQ=20090728142553&SID=1
http://library.moorparkcollege.edu/cgi-bin/Pwebrecon.cgi?v1=23&ti=21,23&Search%5FArg=beethoven&SL=None&Search%5FCode=NAME%5F&CNT=10&PID=Ev18WPUNRNID7Xu6jsf9gCNisLn&SEQ=20090728142553&SID=1
http://library.moorparkcollege.edu/cgi-bin/Pwebrecon.cgi?v1=8&ti=1,8&Search%5FArg=strauss%20don%20quixote&SL=None&Search%5FCode=FT%2A&CNT=10&PID=AidX8jgXajcKmJ2o3ECvTIocNZa&SEQ=20090728143207&SID=8
http://library.moorparkcollege.edu/cgi-bin/Pwebrecon.cgi?v1=2&ti=1,2&Search%5FArg=ma&Search%5FCode=NAME%5F&SL=None&CNT=10&PID=yMD9UjjBNcRnxzcy6FQzVfSjqSb&SEQ=20090728143307&SID=9
http://library.moorparkcollege.edu/cgi-bin/Pwebrecon.cgi?v1=5&ti=1,5&Search%5FArg=ma&Search%5FCode=NAME%5F&SL=None&CNT=10&PID=yMD9UjjBNcRnxzcy6FQzVfSjqSb&SEQ=20090728143307&SID=9
http://library.moorparkcollege.edu/cgi-bin/Pwebrecon.cgi?v1=2&ti=1,2&Search%5FArg=perlman%2C%20itzhak&Search%5FCode=NAME%5F&SL=None&CNT=10&PID=z_MVsV08xcFw7OwzHwbx3_kpumX&SEQ=20090728143703&SID=13
http://library.moorparkcollege.edu/cgi-bin/Pwebrecon.cgi?v1=2&ti=1,2&Search%5FArg=perlman%2C%20itzhak&Search%5FCode=NAME%5F&SL=None&CNT=10&PID=z_MVsV08xcFw7OwzHwbx3_kpumX&SEQ=20090728143703&SID=13
http://library.moorparkcollege.edu/cgi-bin/Pwebrecon.cgi?v1=3&ti=1,3&Search%5FArg=tchaikovsky&SL=None&Search%5FCode=NAME%5F&CNT=10&PID=2to0WCoIE9Ro34NsuK2dnA1fRrU&SEQ=20090728142121&SID=4


3 
 

 

 
Moorpark College Library Recommended Resources, by Topics Dealt with in The Soloist: 
 
Mental Illness 

 Camarillo State Hospital: A Visual History http://www.library.csuci.edu/history/ 

 Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (APA’s DSM-IV). Ref. RC 455.2 .C4 D536 2000 

 The Encyclopedia of the Human Brain. Ref. QP 376 .E586 2002 

 Encyclopedia of Psychology and Behavioral Science. Ref. BF 31 .C67 2001 

 Gale Encyclopedia of Psychology. Ref BF 31 .G35 2000 

 Gale Encyclopedia of Medicine. Ref. RC 41 .G35 1999 

 Major Milestones: 43 Years of Care and Treatment of the Mentally Ill (1957-2000)   
http://www.lao.ca.gov/2000/030200_mental_illness/030200_mental_illness.html  

 " Mental Health Policy."  Issues & Controversies On File  30 Aug. 2002. Issues & Controversies.  Facts On File 
News Services.  13 July 2009  <http://www.2facts.com>. Access through Moorpark College Library’s E-Resources 
(Issues and Controversies Database). If off-campus, login is required.  

 Mental Illness: Opposing Viewpoints. Topics Table Ref. RC454.4 M463 2000 

 National Alliance on Mental Illness: http://www.nami.org/ 
o NAMI Stigma Busters/Stella March: http://www.nami.org/template.cfm?section=fight_stigma  
o Los Angeles County NAMI Walk, Oct. 3, 2009, 10a.m.: 

http://www.nami.org/walkTemplate.cfm?Section=NAMIWALKS&template=/customsource/NAMIWalks/
WalksiteDetail.cfm&walksiteID=112  

 NARSAD: http://www.narsad.org/ 

 National Institute of Mental Health: http://www.nimh.nih.gov/index.shtml 

 Ragins, Dr. Mark and the Village: http://www.mhavillage.org/  

 Taking Sides: Clashing Views on Controversial Issues in Abnormal Psychology. Topics Table Ref. RC 454.T286 
2000. 

Newspapers and Journalism 

 International Network of Street Papers. http://www.street-papers.com/ 

 Knightfall: Knight Ridder and How The Erosion of Newspaper Journalism is Putting Democracy at Risk. PN 4888 
.P6 M38 2005 

 Life and Times of Los Angeles: A Newspaper, A Family, and a City. PN 4899 .L64 L662 1984 

 Los Angeles Times Media Center http://www.latimes.com/services/newspaper/mediacenter/la-mediacenter-
index,0,1628623.htmlstory  

 Newspaper Association of America: Trends and Numbers. http://www.naa.org/TrendsandNumbers.aspx 

 No Time to Think: The Menace of Media Speed and the 24-Hour News Cycle. PN 4867.2 .R67 2008 

 North American Street Newspaper Association. http://www.nasna.org/ 

 Paper. Circulation Desk, LB 3621.6 .P37 2007 (DVD) 

 PEW Project for Excellence in Journalism http://www.journalism.org/ 

 "Rescuing the Newspaper Industry."  Issues & Controversies On File  26 June 2009. Issues & Controversies.  Facts 
On File News Services.  8 July 2009  <http://www.2facts.com>. Access through Moorpark College Library’s E-
Resources (Issues and Controversies Database). If off-campus, login is required.  

 The State of the News Media 2009 (PEW Project for Excellence in Journalism) 
http://www.stateofthemedia.org/2009/index.htm 

http://www.library.csuci.edu/history/
http://www.lao.ca.gov/2000/030200_mental_illness/030200_mental_illness.html
http://www.nami.org/
http://www.nami.org/template.cfm?section=fight_stigma
http://www.nami.org/walkTemplate.cfm?Section=NAMIWALKS&template=/customsource/NAMIWalks/WalksiteDetail.cfm&walksiteID=112
http://www.nami.org/walkTemplate.cfm?Section=NAMIWALKS&template=/customsource/NAMIWalks/WalksiteDetail.cfm&walksiteID=112
http://www.narsad.org/
http://www.nimh.nih.gov/index.shtml
http://www.mhavillage.org/
http://www.street-papers.com/
http://www.latimes.com/services/newspaper/mediacenter/la-mediacenter-index,0,1628623.htmlstory
http://www.latimes.com/services/newspaper/mediacenter/la-mediacenter-index,0,1628623.htmlstory
http://www.nasna.org/
http://www.journalism.org/
http://www.stateofthemedia.org/2009/index.htm
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 Vanishing Newspaper:  Saving Journalism in the Information Age. PN 4867.2 .M48 2004 

Homelessness 

 Children on the Streets of the Americas: Homelessness, Education and Globalization in the United States, Brazil, 
and Cuba. HV 887.B8 C475 2000. 

 Citizen Hobo: How a Century of Homelessness Shaped America. HV 4504 .D47 2003 

 Down and Out, On the Road: The Homeless in American History. HV 4504 .K87 2002 

 Homeless: Opposing Viewpoints. Topics Table Ref. HV 4493. H644 2002 

 L.A. City Mayor http://mayor.lacity.org/index.htm  

 Los Angeles Homeless Services Authority. http://www.lahsa.org/ 

 Los Angeles Mission. http://losangelesmission.org/index.html 

 Mental Health America of Los Angeles http://www.mhala.org/ 

 Mental Health Services Act (Prop. 63, 2004) http://www.dmh.ca.gov/prop_63/MHSA/default.asp 

 Midnight Mission http://www.midnightmission.org/   

 Poverty and the Homeless. Topics Table Ref. HV 4505 .P68 2004 

 Union Rescue Mission http://www.urm.org/  

 U.S. Interagency Council on Homelessness. http://www.ich.gov/ (Director is nicknamed “Homeless Czar”) 

 
African American History in Cleveland, Ohio 

 Carl B. Stokes http://ech.case.edu/ech-cgi/article.pl?id=SCB2 

 Cleveland: NOW http://ech.case.edu/ech-cgi/article.pl?id=CN3 

 African Americans in Cleveland http://ech.cwru.edu/ech-cgi/article.pl?id=AA 

 Glenville Shoot-Out http://ech.cwru.edu/ech-cgi/article.pl?id=GS1. 

 Hough Riots http://ech.case.edu/ech-cgi/article.pl?id=HR3 

 Mayoral Administration of Carl B. Stokes http://ech.case.edu/ech-cgi/article.pl?id=MAOCBS 

 
 
Art & Architecture 

 Foerster’s  1932 Beethoven statue in Pershing Square: 
http://www.lvbeethoven.com/MeetLvB/USALosAngelesPershingSquare.html  

 Frank O. Gehry: Selected Works 1969 to Today. NA 737 .G44 A4 2007 

 LŎƻƴƛŎ [Φ!ΦΥ {ǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƻŦ [Φ!ΦΩǎ aƻǎǘ aŜƳƻǊŀōƭŜ .ǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎΦ NA 735 .L55 K64 2000 

 Sketches of Frank Gehry. NA 737 .G44 A35 2006 (DVD) 

Classical Music (Books, video, web) 

 Aspen Music Festival http://www.aspenmusicfestival.com/index.cfm?&swf_plugin=0,10,0  

 Beethoven-Haus Bonn: http://www.beethoven-haus-bonn.de/sixcms/detail.php//portal_en 

 Beethoven: The Magnificent Master http://www.raptusassociation.org/ 

 Beethoven: The Universal Composer Main Collection, ML 410 .B4 M696 2005 

 Beethoven. ML 410.B4 S64 1998 

 Beethoven the Creator: The Great Creative Epochs, from the Eroica to the Apassionada. ML 410 .B4R642 1964 

http://mayor.lacity.org/index.htm
http://www.lahsa.org/
http://losangelesmission.org/index.html
http://www.mhala.org/
http://www.dmh.ca.gov/prop_63/MHSA/default.asp
http://www.midnightmission.org/
http://www.urm.org/
http://www.ich.gov/
http://ech.case.edu/ech-cgi/article.pl?id=SCB2
http://ech.case.edu/ech-cgi/article.pl?id=CN3
http://ech.cwru.edu/ech-cgi/article.pl?id=AA
http://ech.cwru.edu/ech-cgi/article.pl?id=GS1
http://ech.case.edu/ech-cgi/article.pl?id=HR3
http://ech.case.edu/ech-cgi/article.pl?id=MAOCBS
http://www.lvbeethoven.com/MeetLvB/USALosAngelesPershingSquare.html
http://www.aspenmusicfestival.com/index.cfm?&swf_plugin=0,10,0
http://www.beethoven-haus-bonn.de/sixcms/detail.php/portal_en
http://www.raptusassociation.org/
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 .ŜŜǘƘƻǾŜƴΩǎ bƛƴǘƘΥ ! tƻƭƛǘƛŎŀƭ IƛǎǘƻǊȅ. ML 410 .B42 B8213 2003 

 Cleveland Music School Settlement & Almeda Adams http://www.thecmss.org/ 

 Cleveland Orchestra & Severance Hall http://www.clevelandorchestra.com/html/severance/sevhistory.asp 

 Julliard: http://www.juilliard.edu/ 

 Ma, Yo-Yo. Inspired By Bach. M 51.B2 I57 1998 (VHS) 

 Walt Disney Concert Hall: http://www.laphil.com/ 

 Yo-Yo Ma Official Site http://www.yo-yoma.com/ 

 
Other Helpful Lists 
 
Books & etc. Mentioned in The Soloist 

 Cervantes, Miguel de. Don Quixote . PQ 6329.A2 for book and DVD.  

 Gehry, Frank and Gil Garcetti. Iron: Erecting the Walt Disney Concert Hall. ISBN 978 -1890449285  

 Hesse, Herman. Siddhartha. PT 2617 .E85 S52 

 Mitchell, Joseph. WƻŜ DƻǳƭŘΩǎ {ŜŎǊŜǘ. CT 9991 .G6 M5 2000 (VHS) 
 Ragins, Mark. The Road to Recovery . (FREE ONLINE  VERSION: http://www.village -

isa.org/Ragin's%20Papers/Road%20to%20Recovery.htm )  

 Shakespeare, William. Hamlet . See PR 2807 .A for play text and movie versions.  

 Steinbeck, John. Tortilla Flat. PS 3537 .T3234 T65 1986 

 Walker, Alice. The Color Purple. PS 3573 .A425 C6 (novel and VHS) 

Also of Interest: 

 Nasar, Sylvia. A Beautiful Mind: A Biography of John Forbes Nash, Jr., Winner of the Nobel Prize in Economics 
1994. QA 29.N25 N37 1998. DVD movie adaptation QA 29.N25 B43 2002. 

 

Journalists Mentioned:  Mike Royko, Jimmy Breslin, John Carroll, Dean Baquet (Pulitzer), Sue Horton, Cara DiMassa, 
Richard Winton, Philip Mangano 
  

http://www.thecmss.org/
http://www.clevelandorchestra.com/html/severance/sevhistory.asp
http://www.juilliard.edu/
http://www.laphil.com/
http://www.yo-yoma.com/
http://www.village-isa.org/Ragin's%20Papers/Road%20to%20Recovery.htm
http://www.village-isa.org/Ragin's%20Papers/Road%20to%20Recovery.htm
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Activities and Discussion Questions Compiled by Moorpark College Faculty: 
It is recommended that you use the resources in this guide as well as the Moorpark College Electronic Library before you go on the 

worldwide Internet. 

 
Part 1 

1. Note and list Steve Lopez’s use of research.  Any name, fact, event, or lead he picks up, he follows through with phone calls, 

e-mails, Internet research; he talks with people who may have information. 

Consider the journalist’s “scientific” approach.  How does Steve Lopez’s research apply to your gaining information in this 

“information age”?  What responsibility do you have to inform yourself about local-national-international events and their 

consequences?  Do the daily newspapers and T.V. news inform you adequately as a citizen who needs to make decisions to vote on 

whatever will affect you? 

2. Look up “paranoid schizophrenia” (15).  What are its characteristics as you follow Nathaniel Ayers’ behavior through Lopez’s 

descriptions?  Compare the formal definition to Nathaniel’s behavior. 

3. Nathaniel Ayers’ unique use of speech is called “stream of consciousness,” “association of ideas,” and “word association,” 

by different readers. Identify some of Ayers’ “rants,” and analyze them for a logic of sorts—his sort (60, 80).  

4. Consider and analyze Nathaniel’s obsession with cigarettes (23) and “proper” behavior.  These are characteristics of people 

with mental disorders.  Do you have any idea why Nathaniel is so focused on these behaviors? 

5. This book is not only about Nathaniel Ayers, but also about Steve Lopez. Follow Steve Lopez’s developing relationship with 

Nathaniel Ayers.  It is a two-personality story.  The reader learns about both Ayers’ growing response to the opportunities brought to 

him by Lopez and Ayers’ changes in thinking AND about Lopez’s gradual involvement with Ayers and his learning about both Ayers 

and people like him—as well as about Steve Lopez himself.  

6. What do you learn about mental health and care for mentally ill people in Los Angeles? Did you know that Skid Row in 

California (See “The Little Shop of Horrors”) is the United States’ largest homeless area? 

Go online and research the history of mental health care from the 1970s (45) when mental hospitals were closed until today.  What 

is being done for mentally ill people?  

7. What is your educated opinion about mental health care? Should its aim be to identify and label the disease and prescribe 

drugs or therapy?  Or should it be “to treat the person and not the disease” (57)?  Go on MC electronic library to find information. 

8. Describe the life of a homeless person as recorded in Part 1 of The Soloist.  How do the homeless get food, shelter, and 

protection from predators?  What are the dangers?  Some people claim that the homeless choose to be homeless.  Do you agree?  

Why or why Not?   

9. What is your opinion of Tom Cruise’s claim that “there is no such thing as a chemical imbalance”? (82-85). Are mentally ill 

people responsible for their own mental illness? And, by extension, do homosexuals choose to be homosexual? 

10. Follow Steve Lopez’s evolution during his relationship with Nathaniel Ayers. Examine areas of the book where Lopez reflects 

on his own life and his responses to Ayers and to his job and to his own family. 
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11. Research California’s 1968 Lanterman-Petris-Short Act (100-).  How has it helped or harmed people with mental illness? 

12. Read other writings by homeless people, such as Lars Eighner’s essays on dumpster diving (Travels with Lizbeth; Three 

Years on the Road and in the Street HV 4505 .E44 1993).  What do you learn about the homeless? Also see the novel The Tortilla 

Curtain (PS 3552.O932 T67 1996) by T. C. Boyle about an illegal immigrant couple camping in Topanga Canyon and reduced to 

eating dog food or discards from garbage cans. 

13. Do you have personal experience with mentally ill family members or friends? Recount your responses. What do you think 

should be done to help mentally ill people? 

14. Would you like to become a journalist?  What preparation, experience and attitude do you think you need to become one? 

15. Analyze the book for content, author attitude, description of Ayers, description of the mentally ill in Los Angeles, and author 

motive(s). Do you like Nathaniel Ayers? Do you like Steve Lopez? Why or why not?  Write an analysis of this book.  What did you like 

about it?  Did anything seem false? What will you do as a result of reading this book?   

 

Part 2 

1. In Chapter 13, Lopez describes Skid Row as a “rock- bottom depository” and as a place for “human wreckage caused by a 

thousand different failures.”  Given human nature, won’t there always be Skid Rows, just as there will always be some 

people who just can’t cope? 

2. Where did the term “Skid Row” come from?  Why does Los Angeles have the nation’s largest Skid Row population? 

3. On page 138, Lopez muses on the nature of happiness. Who is happier, a newspaper reporter weighed down by a middle-

class lifestyle or a vagrant who is able to play his music in a tunnel all day long? 

4. Chapter 15.  Why doesn’t Nathaniel want to live in an apartment? Why would anyone want to sleep on the sidewalk rather 

than in a bed? 

5. Lopez notes on page 153 that the 1960’s were a time “when music was considered essential in the education of an 

American child.” Has the public’s attitude about music education changed since the 1960’s.  If so, why? 

6. One of Nathaniel’s fellow bass players at the Julliard School of Music noted that he “seemed to be struggling with his racial 

identity in an all-white environment.” Was this struggle a contributing cause to Nathaniel’s mental instability or was it an 

effect? When it comes to mental illness are the differences between cause and effect always clear? 

7. Explain the relationship between Nathaniel and his father. How did this relationship affect his relationship with other males 

in his life? With Lopez? 

8. Why does Steve Lopez want music lessons? Is it because he really wants to learn to play an instrument or is it an act of 

empathy? 

9. Why is Beethoven Nathaniel’s hero? How are the two men similar? 

10. In Chapter 21, Lopez states that his involvement with Nathaniel is “breaking *his+ own standards of journalistic distance and 

objectivity in the process,” but that he “wants something more, even if it involves the risk of failure?”  Should a journalist 

ever abandon his professional objectivity for the sake of a more intense emotional involvement? What about a doctor? A 

teacher?   

 

Part 3 
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1. In Chapter 22, Lopez notes that he is “having trouble moving on” and wonders what, exactly, is the nature of his 

relationship with Nathaniel. What advice does Dr. Ragins give on this point? Trace the roles that the two men play in each 

other’s lives. Try to define their friendship. When you are trying to help someone, what are the limits? How much 

responsibility lies within the helper and the helped? 

2. Chapter 23 presents Nathaniel as sleeping in his room nightly but still struggling to let go of the security blanket of his 

shopping cart. What does the cart represent to Nathaniel? Why might it be difficult to “make a complete return to so-called 

normal life”? 

3. How much “ego” (226) do you think is involved with Lopez’s quest to help Nathaniel? Cite specific instances in the text 

when you think Lopez’s ego may be affecting his decisions about Nathaniel. Lopez often wonders about exploitation. How 

does he attempt to prevent Nathaniel’s exploitation? Is Lopez successful? 

4. When Lopez examines Nathaniel’s records at Julliard, he notes that “No one on the jury seemed to realize that the 

promising young student…was losing his mind” (248). Do you think mental health services on college campuses have 

improved since the 1970s? What services are available here at Moorpark College for students in distress?  

5. Research the types of medication now available for treatment of schizophrenia. What drugs were given to Nathaniel in 

years past? How are today’s medications different? What challenges do they still pose? 

6. What does Lopez mean when he says that “recovery is not linear”? With this in mind, how can Lopez be assured that he is 

making progress? How does The Soloist challenge your preconceptions about the treatment of mental illness? 

7. In Ch. 24, after Mayor Villaraigosa’s visit to Skid Row, Lopez explains the multifaceted nature of an issue like homelessness. 

Explain the many underlying causes and how lawmakers and ordinary people might begin to tackle some of them. 

8. List and locate some of the music that Nathaniel likes to play and listen to. How do the characteristics of these songs 

correspond to different aspects of Nathaniel’s life? If you had to use the music mentioned to create a soundtrack for 

Nathaniel’s life as described in The Soloist, how would you place the pieces of music? Why? 

9. How can books and columns like those about Nathaniel help others? What is our responsibility as readers now that we have 

a better understanding of broad social problems like homelessness and mental illness? What opportunities for service are 

available in our local area. 

10. Compare and contrast the different ways that Nathaniel’s story has been told: columns, book, movie. What different artistic 

techniques are at work? Which was the most effective for you and why?  

     

 


