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An Eery Little Story Is

Symphonic Death

By FRED R. FARROW, JR.

HE four great kettle-drums

stood shrouded in their soiled

covers. Bass viols stood and
leaned at queer angles against the
back wall. Cellos and tubas sprawled
upon the floor. The eonductor’s desk,
littered with manuscript, seemed a
gaunt sign-post in the midst of a wil-
derness of chairs and orchestra trap-
pings.

Most of the lights had been turned
off, and in the feeble light that re-
mained the theater looked dingy and
forbidding. Great, ugly carvings
frowned down upon the stage. The
faded drapes swayed silently in the
draft, seeming to wave at an invisible
audience.

Philip Schmitt, the youthful con-
ductor, and Hanforth, his concertmas-
ter, walked up the center aisle, their
footsteps echoing hollowly on the
marble floor back of the. parquet
circle. '

Schmitt was nervously talking,
¢ ... and according to his will, we
must play the fourth movement of
the Fate Symphony at sight. Not one
of us, not even I, the conductor, has
seen the score. I tell you, Hanforth,
it seems uncanny.

““Think of the last thirty-two bars
of the Marche Ezxotique. God, what
awful harmony! Terrible ninths for
double-basses and bassoons and those
infernally shrieking chromaties for
first fiddles! There’s more than power
behind that musie. T seem to feel old
Scheel right back of me when I con-
duet it.”’ ‘

Hans Scheel was the former con-
ductor of the orchestra. He had taken

the organization, then only a group of
fair amateurs, and by his unflageing
energy and genius had built it into
the artistic ensemble of a perfeet
symphony orchestra of one hundred
and fen men. He loved it with all
the fervor of a genius for his brain
child, and resented the slightest eriti-
cism, of its playing, or of his own com-
positions.

Belonging to the modern school of
composition, Scheel had many erities
who attacked him and his works. The
chief one of these was Emil Branden-
bhurg. Like Scheel he was arrogant to
the nth degree, and although they had
never come to blows, many hard
battles had been fought verbally.

One night after the concert, Bran-
denburg had knocked at Scheel’s
dressing-room, and after heing admit-
ted he began, as was his custom, to
pick apart, piece by picce, one of the
conductor’s favorite numbers.

Said he, “‘It’s a lot of elaptrap—so
much orchestral bookkeeping. Twenty
years from now no one will remember
any of it. Modern harmony—bah!
Modern discord, I eall it!”’

Scheel had stood looking at him
with his burning eyes. He pronounced,
almost like a curse, these words:
“You fool! Dare you moek me and
my works? In life I can defend my
art, but after death it must, for the
world, stand alone. However, if yon
continue, I will erush you, even from
the grave, along with any other un-
worthy upstart who attempts to fill
my position when I am gone.”’

This had silenced Brandenburg for

the time, and one week later Scheel
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died, leaving the Fate Symphony and
specifying in his will that the final
movement was to be played without
rehearsal. It was significant, too, that
the score for this number, the Scherzo
Fantastique, was written in red ink.

ANFORTH and young Schmitt
walked silently across the street
to a tiny restaurant. They sat down
at their favorite table in the back, and
Schmitt nervously lighted a cigarette,

He had been concertmaster of the
orchestra for five years, and had dis-
tinguished himself at this post. Now
that he was conductor his youthful
shoulders seemed to bend under the
respongibility of leading one hundred
and ten men through symphonic
mazes. He lacked the self-confidence
which time alone could give him.

‘I don’t know whether you will be-
lieve it or not, Hanforth, but when-
ever I conduct I scem to feel his
sneering, domineering personality,
just as he was in life.”’

“Well, I don’t take any stock in
that, but I wish we didn’t have to
play that scherzo at sight. The rest
of the symphony is difficult enough,
even after rehearsal.”’

Schmitt pushed his blond hair back
from his brow and said, ‘‘Well, it’s
just got to go all right, or if it doesn’t
I'm afraid to think. There’s some-
thing uncanny about it all. T keep re-
membering what Scheel told Branden-
burg just hefore he died. Further-
more, Hanforth, you never read the
program of the Fate Symphony.”’

He shivered and went on: ‘‘The
story is that of a young man who
knows that there is hercditary mad-
ness in his family. In time he goes
quite mad himself. The Marche
Ezotique depicts him being taken to
the asylum, and the finale paints his
ravings in a padded cecll.”’

‘“What a horrible subject to write
a symphony upon!’’ exclaimed Han-
forth,

‘“Yes, and Scheel could write. He
was like these artists who draw im-
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pressionistic sketches—all lines and
queer distorted angles. T would rather
take a sound thrashing than go
through with tonight’s program. The
men themselves are uneasy. They have
scented something, and it wouldn’t
take much to make them walk out.”

““You can’t really blame them for
not liking to play such difficult stuff
by sight, without having rehearsed it
at all.”’

“*No, but everything must go right;
it’s just got to.”’

The two men sipped their coffee in
silence. Schmitt called for the check,
paid it, and climbing into a taxieab,
went to his hotel to dress for the eve-
ning.

IGHT o’clock. Fifteen minutes
more and the concert would b
under way. -
Expensive limousines carrying be-
jeweled women and men in top-hats
drove up to the front entrance.

The musicians themselves began to
arrive. Already (uite 2 number were
tuning up on the stage, each individ-
ual adding his bit to the dissonance of
an orchestra hefore playing.

Eight-ten. Philip Schmitt arrived
at the stage door. He looked pale hut
determinéd. The doorman took his
coat and hat, and Schmitt nervously
adjusted his tie in front of a small
mirror back-stage. Precisely at 8:15
he opened the door at the left wing,
and walked to the conductor’s desk.
A storm of applause grected him.

There was the score of the aceursed
symphony under that of Moussorg-
sky’s Night on Bald Mountain, the
opening number on the program.
There in the right balecony box sat
Brandenburg, smug, sneering and
complacent as ever. Schmitt tapped
his stand for order, and the players
ceased their tuning.

Turning slightly to the left, to the
first violins, he began to conduct the
eery triplets of the first bars of

oussorgsky’s composition. At the
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fifth bar he turned to the flutes, which
shrieked the approach of the spirits.

All well. The spirits gathered,
danced, and were dispersed by the
tolling of the bell at midnight, and
the number was brought to a close
amidst whole-hearted applause from
the audience.

Schmitt waited a minute or so to
enable the men to tune and get their
breath. Then they began with a
grumble from double-basses that
shook the floor. This was answered
by a plaintive strain for oboes and
clarinets; then an upward sweep for
cellos, and a harp cadenza. He gave
the violas their cue after the harp,
and the symphony was under way.
First violins announced the terror
motif of the young man doubting his
own sanity. This was answered by
the bassoons, which seemed to mock.
Again the terror motif, this time more
pronounced. The movement ended
with a sad strain for English horn
and viola,

The second movement was much
similar to the first, the terror and
doubt motives being developed with
awful certainty. Schmitt then began
to feel it. He lLad tried to concen-
trate on his reading and to be obliv-
ious to all other influences. Now, how-
ever, he knew absolutely that he was
not alone on the conductor’s platform.
Another presence was there, invisible
and malevolent.

He glanced toward Brandenburg in
the box. His sneering look had been
replaced by one of awe not unmixed
with fear.

They began the Marche Erxotique.
The great orchestra groaned in hovr-
rible dissonance. Silvery glissades
from, the celesta were erushed by the
ominous rhythm of double-hasses.

Schmitt seemed in the grip of some-
thing intangible yet all-powertul.
This, then, was to test his worthiness.
‘Well, he would give them all he had.
The number concluded with the cellos
and the bass viols seeming to deseend
a giant stairease into the infernal rve-
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gions accompanied by the terrible
despair motit from first and second
violins,

Brandenburg’s face now bore a
look of fear. He, too, had sensed it,
remembering the fateful words of
Scheel, ‘‘I will erush you even from
the grave.”’

Hard-headed and stubborn though
he was, he began to be afraid. He
wondered what the coneluding move-
ment would bring forth. He nervous-
ly hiteched his chair around in the
box where lie sat alone, and fearfully
looked behind the faded draperies.
The sneer gradually replaced itself on
his face. He was a fool to take any
stock in dead men’s curses! He swore
softly under his breath, as a child
talks to itself in the dark for ecomfort.

The scherzo was under way.

Philip Schmitt was pale. His
lnees trembled. He glanced at the
horrid array of red notes on the score
before¢ him, Red! The color of mad-
ness! He felt like shouting, but con-
tinued to beat time as though in the
grip of some invisible power. He
seemed to feel old Scheel’s eyes burn-
ing into his back.

Violins laughed horribly. Flutes
and clarinets shrieked in awful glee.
The orchestra seemed to be running
away, yet under it all the hand of the
master had bound them together in
perfect counterpoint.

The audience looked on and lis-
tened, spellbound with the awful
miracle that was heing wrought,

Suddenly, after a loud cymbal
erash, the lights went out; the whole
house was in darkness save for the
small lights on the musie stands.

Seme few detecied a bluish glow
around the conduetor’s desk. Brand-
enburg was one, and he observed it
with stark terror eclutehing at his
heart. Ilc secemed to see the words
written in letters of fire: ‘I will
crush you even from the grave.”’ His
cves hulged. His reason scemed to
totter. The orchestra was groaning
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like a giant in pain. Through it all
crept the madness motif—seven shrill
little notes for oboe. Above the
grumble of double-basses, above the
moaning of the violins, the madness
theme stood out and seemed to tri-
umph in the downfall of a human
soul.

The blue glow around the conduc-
tor’s desk grew more intense. Bran-
denburg, his face horribly contorted
with fear, saw Schmitt reel and fall.
He attempted to rise, but in his place
was a shadowy form, beating time.
The form grew in distinetness, and
the features became those of Hans
Scheel.: There he stood, his eyes flash-
ing fire, his huge forehead bulging
under his scant locks. No, there
eould be no doubt,

A shriek tore through the air from
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the baleony box, followed by another
and another, and the sound of people
wildly stampeding toward the exits.

The lights went on. Ushers ran
upon the stage to quiet the crowd.
Over the rail of the balecony box there
hung something that had been human
but which now leered, with bulging
eyes and distorted features. I'rom its
mouth came strange, meaningless
sounds. Suddenly it recovered itself,
climbed over the rail and fell to the
stage below.

The orchestra stopped playing.
Schmitt sat on the edge of his plat-
form, head in hands, shaken but sane.

At the side of the stage, physicians
were doing all they could to ease the
last moments of a thing that gibbered
horribly and glared with the light of
madness in its protruding eyes.



