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Whaaaaaaaaat!? I Don’t Get Classical Music: A Self-Help Desperation Guide is a tonic for the perplexed and a handbook for those who feel classical music is forbidding, complex and grandiose. It is a concise and helpful book with humor and insight written by a composer and performer with a lifetime of experience. Beginning with patterns, pitches and instruments, composer Dennis Bathory-Kitsz covers topics from performers through shrieking singers to mysterious classical codes, from Beethoven (“great hulk of a man”) through space music, tone poems, nationalism, and even composers hurling insults at each other. 

Bathory-Kitsz wrote Whaaaaaaaat!? I Don’t Get Classical Music: A Self-Help Desperation Guide when one of his music history students emailed him, crying out, “I don’t get classical music!” After searching for a good book on the topic, Bathory-Kitsz thought, “No, there simply aren’t any books that are short enough, readable enough, and just plain irreverent enough. I have to write one!” And so he did—in a short, readable and irreverent 100 pages.

This classical music book is not stuck in the distant past. Instead, Whaaaaaaaaat!? includes classical music—which the author likes to call “nonpop”—from ancient times right up to the present day, from Gregorian chant through Mozart through electrons and gongs to nonpop fused with pop. Writes one of his former students, “it accomplishes what a textbook does without being a textbook.” Another writes, “it gets right into the dirty details of Western music and does so in a way that makes even the most novice listener feel like a professional.” Throughout the book, musical compositions and concepts are keyed to a web page with 170 listening links. 

Explored and critiqued during its creation by dozens of readers from amateurs to working professional musicians, Whaaaaaaaaat!? is insightful, exuberant, funny and, according to one lifelong music professor, “terrifically valuable as a corrective to bad thinking and its offspring: bad teaching.” 

In a short, readable 100 pages, composer and performer Bathory-Kitsz shares the madness and mystery of classical music. 

Excerpts from Contents: Patterns; Pitches; Instruments; Orchestration; Canons; Performers; Common Practice; Some Musical Eras; Crashing the Classical Codes; More Musical Eras; Transformational Times, New Listening; The Classical Class; Space Music; Music as Language; Forms; Tone Poems; Nationalism; Opera; The Artwork of the Future; Insults; Classical Collapse; What’s Happening in America; Romantic Breakdown; Audiences Racing for the Exit; Theory; Ownership and Authorship; Electrons and Gongs; The Rubber Band Snaps Back; The Future Fare; Next for You.
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Reader comments on Whaaaaaaaat!? I Don’t Get Classical Music: A Self-Help Desperation Guide
Dennis Bathory-Kitsz has written a veritable “Guide for the Perplexed” on classical music, a subject that to many often seems forbiddingly complex and grandiose. Every page of this concise and helpful volume shines with humor, personality, and insight, and with the wisdom amassed in a lifetime of making music with and for people of all backgrounds.


—Nathaniel G. Lew, Saint Michael’s College
I do not know another publication that says as much about music in so few words as this insightful and exuberant book. The book should be terrifically valuable as a corrective to bad thinking and its offspring: bad teaching. 


—Noah Creshevsky, composer and Prof. Emeritus, Brooklyn College
A roller coaster guided tour through western musical history—except you won’t lose your cookies during the ride. And if you haven’t closed your eyes and ears in fearful anticipation, you’ll notice things you hadn’t noticed or known about before.


—Mary Jane Leach, composer and author
Witty, easy to read, concise introduction to classical music from a fellow composer, educator, man of many hats. For you or your students! 


—Amy Scurria, composer and publisher
As a textbook for a college-level music appreciation course, this book is a fantastic bargain ($19.95 for a printed copy instead of $100-something like many textbooks) and especially for non-music-majors it should make the subject a lively one that is fun for the students to study instead of the current “oh my god, I can’t believe I signed up for this boring crap” sort of course that it often seems to be for non-majors.


—David H. Bailey, conductor and composer

Whaaaaaaaaat!? accomplishes what a textbook does without being a textbook. It does not put you to sleep—and it’s funny! People who aren’t musicians at all can read this book. I wish it had been explained this way to me. 


—Emily Searles, composer and jazz vocalist
I highly recommend this book to all of my friends and colleagues. This is a resource I wish I had when I started my music career. This short read covers the evolution of classical music and explains it in a way anyone can understand.


—Andrew Cross, conductor
It was as if you were speaking to the reader the same way you gave us lectures: making us not feel wrong for when we were, and guiding us with everlasting enthusiasm and commitment.


—Jol Carruth, composer
There are thousands of books that will explain the history of classical music—but none are as unique as this one. It gets right into the dirty details of Western music and does so in a way that makes even the most novice listener feel like a professional.


—Meg Gargano, Masters candidate
My History of Western Music teacher Dennis Bathory-Kitsz wrote this awesome book that’ll help even those with little classical training understand what’s happening in the evolution of classical music. It’s definitely worth picking a copy up so that you always have a reference!


—Patrick Monaghan, the author’s former student

If you’re like me and come from the more contemporary side of music, and then find yourself in some classes where the material is classical, do yourself a favor and grab this book. It’s short, it’s interesting, and it never hurts to have a little reference for the things you know nothing about. This book was a huge help.


—Justin Burgess, the author’s music history student

My professor Dennis Bathory-Kitsz wrote this book as an introduction to Western classical music: a great read for anyone interested in the subject.


—Brandon Stevens, the author’s music history student

Hey, folks! One of my teachers wrote a super cool book that’s actually really helpful in deciphering the world of Western classical music. I would really suggest getting this book and giving it at least one read, if not two or three, to be able to pick up as much information as you can from it. Make sure you do the listening with it, as it will really help with the learning! 


—Elizabeth Livingston, the author’s music history student

This book was amazing and very useful for learning a lot in a short time.


—Elizabeth Winchell, the author’s music history student
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