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AT THIS MOMENT, Daniel Linder might be missing the 
snow. Growing up in Westport, N.Y., the first flakes of the 
season signaled an opportunity to strap on skis and careen 
down a mountain. If enough snow fell on the right day of the 
week, it could even signify freedom, the closure of Westport 
Central School for glorious hours that felt like he had received 
a pardon from the governor. The day would yawn before him, 
a void that could be stuffed with whatever pursuits he desired. 
 And so many fascinations pulled at his shirtsleeves 
— not just in winter, but always. In winter, there was 
skiing. In summer, there was swimming. In springtime and 
autumn, there was soccer. All through the year, there was 
choir. There was concert band. There was jazz band — an 
omnivorous diet, consumed with an adolescent’s ravenous 
gusto. The piano, the instrument that he had started learn-
ing around the age of 6 or 7 at the urging of his mother, was 
only one of the courses on the table before him. 
 But there is no snow in Tucson, Ariz., home of the 
University of Arizona’s Fred Fox School of Music, 
where Linder now teaches. And the lack of any good 
skiing nearby is just one indication that the seasons have 
changed. There is no soccer, no swimming, no choir and 
no jazz. “I’m so specialized now,” he states. “I am a 

classical musician and a professor. When I think about 
growing up, I think about a time when I could do a lot 
of things that I don’t get to do anymore.”
 The changes from then to now are neither good nor 
bad, he continues. Life simply is different. Perhaps, for 
Linder, such significant shifts are even an advantage. Art 
imitates human existence. The most memorable music is 
often laced with contrasts. The Rite of Spring is as memo-
rable for the hushed haunting of its bassoon solos as it is 
for its pounding drumbeats. Beethoven’s Symphony No. 
5 offers four fatalistic notes but also lyrical themes of 
beauty. Handel’s Messiah coos as much as it roars. As with 
life itself, differences prevent complacency.    
 Maybe it is this rhythm of dissimilarity that draws in 
audiences and performers alike. Maybe this is what inspires 
a mother in Westport, after the birth of two children, to start 
taking piano lessons. Maybe this is what encourages this 
adult learner to transmit her lessons to her children. Maybe 
this is what allows young Daniel Linder not to rebel against 
his mother’s teachings, instead taking to the instrument as if 
his fingers were sculpted for the keys.  
 
 CONTINUED ON PAGE 4

A Study in Contrasts
By Benjamin Pomerance

Photos provided by Daniel Linder
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5 Maybe this is what pushes Linder to soon outpace his 

mother’s tutelage, drawing him toward more advanced 

instruction. Maybe this is what eventually interests him in 

fulfilling a ninth-grade homework assignment by interview-
ing a professional pianist. Maybe this is what motivates him 

to then sign on for private lessons with that pianist, studying 

in the studio of Rose Chancler for the next three years and 

immersing himself in a more detailed study of the instrument 

than he ever previously thought was possible. 

 And maybe this is what spurs that pianist to stick Alban 
Berg and Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart side-by-side on a 
recital program. One concert stands between Linder and his 

Doctorate of Musical Arts, seemingly a good time to play it 

safe and move on, yet the life-echoing contrasts seems to be 
winning again. Sonatas by Berg and Mozart indeed stand next 

to each other on this final doctorate recital — which Linder 
will repeat at the Hand House in Elizabethtown on Dec. 16 — 
leaving observers initially posing questions of why. 

 The questions come because Mozart with Berg 

sounds like consuming a glass of Merlot and then down-
ing a particularly dry Sauvignon Blanc. Both men lived in 

Vienna. Beyond that, the similarities appear to end. Berg 

was a titan of modernity, seeming swatting aside tonality 

as if it were a mosquito. Mozart was Mozart, a cham-
pion of melody, a king of compositional architecture and 
a writer who knew how to make a complex sections still 
sound beautiful to all ears. 

 But Linder cautions against conclusion jumping. “On 

the surface, Mozart and Berg sound completely different,” 

he states of his recital pairing of Berg’s Piano Sonata with 

Mozart’s Piano Sonata in D Major. “With Mozart, you 

have the clarity of texture, the lightness, the familiar tonal 

progressions. After you hear a composition by Mozart, the 

Berg Piano Sonata feels like alien music.” He pauses. “But 
there actually are similarities.”      

 Start with the writers themselves. Even today, Mozart 

is well-known as one of the most naturally gifted musicians 
ever to walk the earth, a talent showcased relentlessly in 
performances planned by his father. Yet Berg’s story, while 

less-frequently highlighted, reveals a similarly prodi-
gious skill set. By the age of 15, he had already composed 
a perfectly respectable set of art songs — despite never 
having taken a composition lesson in his life. 
 And like Mozart, who increasingly took creative and 
commercial risks in his writing, Berg tired quickly of being 
perfectly respectable. In 1904, he met Arnold Schoenberg, 

the leader of a movement to unchain composers from 

conventional Western musical rules. Before long, he estab-
lished himself as one of Schoenberg’s most adept pupils. 

But his work ultimately departed from Schoenberg’s 
styles, too, proving to be more willing than Schoenberg to 

nod to the occasional Romantic Era remnant. 

 “Berg felt a need to both uphold this tradition and to 

break away from it,” Linder explains. “He wanted to move 
away from it in a diagonal direction at a 45-degree angle. 
But he did not want to ignore the past. Instead, he saw his 

works as representing the next logical step forward.” 
 Contrary to popular belief, Linder continues, experi-
mentation with atonality or scarcely-there-tonality did not 
begin with Schoenberg and Berg. “Chopin had worked on 
compositions that started to expand and question traditional 

tonality, so did Wagner,” the pianist points out. “Parts of 

[the opera Tristan and Isolde] are barely tonal. The same 

can be said for parts of Richard Strauss’s Salome. So, there 

was already some movement in this direction. Berg, like 
Schoenberg, saw himself as simply continuing the trend.”     

 The Piano Sonata that Linder will perform in 

Elizabethtown represents Berg at the beginning of this 

mission. When he started writing this work in 1907 — exactly 
one century before Linder earned his high school diploma 

from Westport Central School — Berg was still waist-deep 
in his studies with Schoenberg. Initially, Berg intended to 

develop a three-movement sonata. Much to his pleasant 
surprise, the first movement took shape relatively smoothly. 
 Then he hit the wall. In trying to craft two more 

movements for the sonata, the well of stimulation 

unexpectedly ran dry. Everything that the young 

composer attempted to write ended up on the cutting-
room floor. After laboring over the task for a while, Berg 
went to Schoenberg and expressed his frustration that he 

couldn’t think of anything new to add to the piece. “In 
that case,” the teacher allegedly responded, “you have 

said everything there was to be said.” 

 And he chose to say these things in a language with 

roots planted in certain Classical Era customs. “Berg wrote 

the Piano Sonata in a very established structure,” Linder 

explains. “He uses the sonata-allegro form [a sequence 
where the pianist plays a melodic theme, then variations that 

develop that theme, then returns to the original theme], this 

compositional form that Mozart used. So, when you hear the 

first movement of the Mozart sonata on this program, and 
then you hear the Berg sonata, you are hearing two compo-
sitions that are written in the same form.”

 He laughs. “Of course, Berg takes that form and devel-
ops it so heavily that you have to strain to recognize it. But 

it absolutely is there.” 

 Indeed, the revered pianist Glenn Gould — a noto-
rious critic of everything — recognized Berg’s Piano 

Sonata as a legitimate entry in Western music’s diary, 

not as an oddball sideshow. Gould wrote of the unex-
pected fulfillment that a listener can experience at the 
end of Berg’s journey, an adventure that, in hindsight, 

gives “the impression of great peaks and lesser crests, 
calibrated as carefully and achieved as inevitably as in 

music of a more orthodox nature.” The same type of 

overall experience, in other words, that one expects 

from a composition by Mozart.

 There are other contrasts that resolve toward similari-
ties, too, within the remainder of Linder’s recital. On one 

end of the spectrum, there is Chopin’s sprawling Sonata in 

B Minor, opening with majestic chords and finishing with 
an agitated segment of perpetual motion half an hour later. 

On the other pole is Daniel Asia’s Piano Set I, authored 

by one of Linder’s University of Arizona colleagues and 

containing a set of movements highlighting classical styles 

that were particularly popular in the 1970s, including the 
repetitive purity of minimalism. 

 “The Berg sonata and the Asia piece are both 20th 

century compositions,” Linder points out. “But they 

couldn’t be more different. The Asia piece is actually a 

lot more accessible to listeners than the Berg piece. And 

then you have the Chopin sonata, which can be totally 

overwhelming in that first movement. But Chopin was 
really inspired by the music of Mozart. When you realize 

this, you realize that Chopin was going for the same type 

of drama that Mozart achieved, even though Chopin uses 

different techniques than Mozart to reach that drama.”

 To the program’s architect, this vast swath of repertoire 

delivers a message. “The way I chose this program repre-
sents me as a pianist,” Linder states. “It’s a combination of 

traditional and modern, well-known and lesser-known. In 
earlier generations, you could be pegged as a new music 

pianist, and that was all you did. Or you could be pegged as 

a pianist who played the great classics, and that was all you 

did. But I feel like those old boxes are breaking down.” 
One can experience the ski slopes and the sunshine, it 
seems, and enjoy both for what they are.   

 And in this study of contrasts, another realization may 

also arise. Mozart and Berg may have more in common 

than what initially meets the ear. Assumptions that Asia 

and Berg must sound identical since both men wrote in 

the 20th century prove faulty. Easy beliefs wind up not 

being so easy at all. And a deeper dive by a pianist who 

savors aspects of both childhood and adulthood offers a 

lesson that should remain timeless, the recognition that 

even the starkest-seeming differences aren’t quite so 
traumatic if people truly listen. 

Daniel Linder will perform at 3 p.m. on Dec. 16 in the 

parlor of the historic Hand House, located at 8273 River 

St. in Elizabethtown. For tickets and more information, 

call 518-962-8899 or visit www.pianobynature.org.


