2 excerpts from UNEASY SOULS  by Stephen Tunnicloiffe

I.   Summer 1920. The 18-year-old Elfriede (‘Piete’) Kuhr joins her mother in Berlin

Piete felt both excited and apprehensive. It was fourteen years - what momentous years! - since she had been in Berlin. . . . Oh, there was Mutti! Piete dashed the tears from her face with a sleeve and waved furiously from the window. Her mother was as elegant as ever, so upright and alert amidst this cosmopolitan crowd. But so thin!


“Mutti, darling! You are so beautiful!” Piete clasped her mother, aware as she did so of the thin shoulders, the deeper lines in her face. But still the same lovely perfume she remembered so well!


“Your cases, child! Point them out to the porter. I have a taxicab waiting.”


They both enjoyed the unaccustomed luxury of the taxi as it made its way past the site of the new Tempelhof airport to Steglitz. . . .

Mother and daughter were very alike in looks, enhanced now by the thinness of both. Piete had lost her childish bloom in the dark days and months [of the war.] . . .  There were dark shadows under her eyes and the strong facial bones stood out. Her mother studied her face anxiously.


“Elfriede my dear, are you still unwell? You look so tired and wan. Where are the roses?” She stroked Piete’s cheek.


The girl smiled sadly. “You too, Mutti.” She shook herself, and said more brightly, “I am well, just a little tired from the journey.” She busied herself with unpacking the basket. “Oma has sent these for you, look! She made them herself. Now we are together I shall get work and we shall eat like pigs and grow fat. How many singing pupils do you have now?”


“It is building up slowly. I am known at the Hochschule für  Musik, so they send people to me sometimes for special training. My cantilena style for singing in German is unique. Even Richard Strauss has heard of it, I am told. It suits the music of his operas.”


Piete’s self-education in typing soon found her an office job, poorly paid, but more than enough to support herself, so her arrival did help both women. . . . The winter following [her] arrival was long and cold, to be followed in 1921 by a more than ordinarily bright and bloom-filled Spring.


“I have a treat for you, Piete my dear, a birthday treat.” This was her mother’s greeting as she came in from work towards the end of April. For her 19th birthday her mother had, through the parents of a pupil, succeeded in getting two tickets for the ballet at the Scala Variety Theatre, an unheard-of indulgence for them.


“I know how you love ballet. This is a new company under a French ballet master, of whom I have heard good reports. Let us enjoy ourselves for once. I shall wear my old fur again.”


Piete was entranced, overwhelmed by the evening. She insisted on dragging her mother round to the stage door afterwards to get the dancers to sign her programme, “for a birthday souvenir, Mutti, please!”


As the girls gathered round her to sign, M.Gérard, the ballet master, came out.


“Qu’est que c’est? An enthusiast?” He smiled at Piete. “You enjoyed our performance?” He noticed Frau Kuhr-Golz standing by and made a deep bow. “Pardonnez moi. Madame? Votre fille . . ou peut-être votre soeur . . .?”


Frau Kuhr-Golz flushed slightly, a mixture of pleasure and embarrassment. “My daughter, sir. She has liked dancing since she was a child.”


The ballet master surveyed Piete coolly. “She has a good figure, Madame. She will perhaps be a dancer one day.” The lady did not respond, so M. Gérard scribbled his name on the corner of the programme, saying to Piete, “Vous aimez le ballet? You like to dance?” Reading her response in her eyes he went on, “You can find me here at the Scala.”


Piete was thrilled and excited by the evening and the encounter, her first with a true ballerino. The next day was Sunday. She woke early, scrambled into her clothes and, picking up paper and pen, ran down the stairs and took an early tram to the Tiergarten. There was hardly anyone about. The chestnut trees were in full bloom, the birds singing. She found a bench, sat down and wrote her letter asking M.Hans Gérard for lessons . . . .

Hans Gérard soon realised that this slim, vital girl with her lithe movements and nervous energy, like a coiled spring, was something exceptional. She was not a good team member; her dancing was dynamic, arresting, very individual. She told him of her ambition to create an anti-war dance drama.


“Ah, this modern dance! Von Laban has much to answer for. All who dance need to train and to tame their bodies. Only ballet can do that.”


“I understand, Monsieur. To train, yes, but my body will never, I think, be tamed.”


Hans Gérard laughed. “You are right, ma petite. You are a wild animal. But we shall make you a circus animal.”


Piete . . .  forced herself to submit to the ballet discipline, practising steps and movements whenever possible, even when walking from the office to her tram, or on the rare occasions when she could wander round the main streets window-shopping, or just surveying the mass of humanity in the great metropolis. . .  Here people walked with downcast eyes, except for the male and female prostitutes, whose bold looks and the despair or emptiness behind them scared her. Her mind went back to her schoolfriends, those who had dressed up to attract the young air force officers. Had some of them ended up on Kurfürstendamm with these painted faces and artificial smiles? . . .  She looked in distress at the kids - they were no older than she had been then - mincing along and touting for custom.

Berlin 1923 – Inflation year.  Wolfgang Graeser (17) is led to a J S Bach masterpiece

[Graeser’s tutor] Paul Müller’s book still lay on his desk. It opened on the same two stanzas and he read them over. The music of the spheres in a dance! The concept appealed to him on many levels. . . . But Piete’s idea of dance was not consistent with this; her need for a new language, for self-expression was almost anarchic. He remembered his father’s curt response to her suggestion that the Ruhr occupation might be justified. She was German, wasn’t she? More German than him or Papa, for that matter. Yet she seemed to feel no shame at the ignominy of Germany’s position and the infamous Versailles conditions being imposed on her. He closed the poetry book with a snap, threw open the windows and took deep breaths of the chilly air before settling down to his studies.


At his next session with Paul Müller Wolfgang handed back the poetry book.


“Ah, the music of the spheres, the universal dance! It’s a lovely idea, isn’t it, Wolfgang?”

The boy did not respond immediately, busying himself with his books and papers. Eventually he said,


“I was thinking of that definition of philosophy you gave me, sir. I suppose the Almagest, Ptolemy’s earth-centred system, which is what this poet is celebrating, was a logically consistent world-view. But now, well ever since Copernicus, it seems just fanciful. And now there is Einstein.”


“Isn’t Einstein seeking his own Almagest? Aren’t you too, with your love of symmetry? What about Bach?” The sessions with his tutor often began like this before they started work. This time Wolfgang found it harder to leave the topic, worrying it like a dog with a bone.


“Alright, what about Bach? Perhaps there is a universal pattern. Perhaps Bach had a vision of it but never managed to realise it fully. Did I ever tell you what Dr Schweitzer, the great Bach scholar, says about the subject for Bach’s unfinished text-book on fugue-writing? . . . Wait a minute, I have it here.” He fetched out the notebook he always brought with him to the tuition sessions: “‘The theme opens up to us a still, serious world. It lies there desolate and rigid, without colour, without light, without movement. It neither delights nor distracts, yet one cannot escape from it.’”


“Hm! It sounds your sort of thing, Wolfgang. Why don’t you ask to have a look at the Berliner Autograph [of ‘The Art of Fugue’]when you are next in the State Library?”


The idea took root, and some time later Wolfgang . . .  did succeed in gaining permission to see the precious manuscript. The writing was very hard to decipher and he soon realised that he would need to study it closely for many hours to make any sense of it. . . 


As if to verify the truth of Schweitzer’s dictum the theme stayed with him as he walked away from the library, running through his head like - like - he could not put a name to it. Like pure water? Like a cool wind? Like the clean smell of his freshly laundered bed-clothes? Like silver sand running through his fingers at Posilipo? Like Piete’s clear complexion? Or like all these together? Wolfgang was hardly aware of where he was going until he found himself at the Potsdamer Platz. Near the clock tower a man in a grubby white coat with an apron tied over it was rolling a barrel across the paving-stones. The air stank of petrol fumes. He turned down Bernburger Straße to get away from the noise and smell and found himself outside a small, rather exclusive-looking shop. In the window was an open book displaying music. Obviously a specialist antiquarian shop, a survival from pre-war days by the look of it. He glanced at the name: Otto Haas. Something impelled him to look again in the window and he went suddenly cold as he read a title on one of the two or three select books set out there: Die Kunst der Fuge. Like an automaton Wolfgang pushed open the door and went in. The bookseller sat on a high stool, poring over a dusty-looking leather-bound volume. He peered over his gold-rimmed spectacles at the intruder, then eased himself off the stool. He was much shorter than Wolfgang so had to look up as he spoke.


“Good-day! Is there something I can interest you in, young sir?”

Wolfgang asked to see the copy of Die Kunst der Fuge and the proprietor - for it was old Otto Haas himself - reached it in from the window, smoothing the pages down with his gnarled hands and turning the old volume about.


“Ah, a fine copy for its age. No foxing, and the leather, you see, is hardly faded. Handle it with care, young man, if you please.” Herr Haas seemed reluctant to part with the book. Wolfgang looked at the title-page for the publisher’s name: Nägeli, Zürich.


“My birth-place! When was it published?”


The old man adjusted his spectacles and pointed. “There, sir, you see. MDCCCII, 1802. More than a century ago. So you are also from Switzerland, the country of mountains.”


Wolfgang looked up. “Have you been there?”


“I travel to many places in search of my stock. Yes, I found this and more in your home city, with its green Lippat and the lake.” His tone changed. “Might you be wanting to purchase this rare book, sir? It is something of a specialist interest.” He took the book out of Wolfgang’s hands, saying regretfully, it seemed to the boy, “Who writes or studies fugues today? I have heard that some composers are abandoning harmony altogether. You are perhaps a musician?”


“I study music,” Wolfgang said shortly. “Can you name me a price?”


“In Swiss francs?” Herr Haas said quickly. “I could let it go for fifty francs.”


“Fifty!” Wolfgang’s face fell. “So much? And in marks?”


“Ah!” The old man hesitated. “We have some problems just now, Herr . . . ?”


“Graeser, Wolfgang Graeser.”


“Herr Graeser. Today . . . one moment.” He consulted a paper on his desk. “Ten thousand marks. I cannot guarantee that price tomorrow.” 


Wolfgang asked him to reserve the book and left the shop. He must have it! What could have guided him to the shop in Bernburger Straße, with the very theme running through his head? It was part of a pattern: The Musical Offering, the symmetry of his mathematical work with Paul, Husserl and his Philosophy of Arithmetic, Schweitzer’s ‘still, serious world’, the Berliner Autograph with its rapid, almost impenetrable script and notation . . .  Two days later Wolfgang carried the precious find up to his room. His father had demurred at the cost, but Lily, responding to the urgency of her son’s tone, for once overruled her husband and insisted that Carl should release some of his diminishing supply of francs.


For days Wolfgang could hardly be persuaded to eat. He would rush up to his room as soon as he returned from the Music School, immersing himself in the fugues, canons, mirror canons, covering pages with his neat, rapid script and with diagrams. At night he would throw himself on the bed, tossing and turning, Bach’s subject filling his dreams.


‘There is something wrong!’ Wolfgang raised his head from the Die Kunst der Fuge copy, pressing his fist to his forehead and staring out at the patch of sky. ‘This is not Bach’s idea. He could not have created the theme just for this.’ He soon realised he must consult the Berliner Autograph again, with its confusing assortment of loose sheets, in order to get at the master’s true intentions. As if on a screen, or like a pattern in water, like the symmetrical circles from a dropped pebble, he would catch glimpses of a great airy structure spun out from those magical twelve notes. Then the curtain would fall again as he pored over the Nägeli edition.

