
Panel discussion after the film premiere "Great Fugue" op. 133 by  
Ludwig van Beethoven  
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Marie König: I would like to start with a little quote from Theodor Adorno:  

"In the history of art, late works are the catastrophes". Adorno was of the opinion that late works by composers 

are usually no good, and this was also true of this opus.  

As Bettina said in the greeting: at the premiere, Beethoven's contemporaries and many people in the decades 

thereafter also found this work too brittle and too complex. It's not easy to follow this music and it can easily 

overwhelm you, but then there are also moments that are so gentle and tender and beautiful that you just have 

to love it.  

A musicologist once said, "The "Great Fugue" can't really be analyzed at all, somehow this system that Beethoven 

applied there is impenetrable."  

I think that this work must be listened to attentively above all else, and that one succeeds in doing that is what 

this film contributes to in a very wonderful way.  

I would like to begin with a very special moment, which I think is still very clear to all of us, namely the moment 

when the sun rises.  

And I would like to ask you, Andreas: Was this idea of the sunrise already there from the beginning? 

Andreas Kessler: 

 

The sunrise idea was actually the origin. When I heard the piece for the first time, without knowing that we would 

later film it, I was surprised how exhausting it is to perceive the whole thing. After your request, I started to think 

about how to film something like that and whether it would be better to use Debussy or something else.  

But then it was clear, also because of your connection to Croatia, the landscape and the light moods there, that 

just this contrast should be bundled with an aesthetic. 

Within 15 minutes, so to speak, to compress time in such a way that it goes from darkness to darkness and 

everything else takes a smooth transition.   

Above all, one should perceive the personalities and not simply listen to the music.  

That's why it ends with four portraits. It was always more of a personal approach with the goal of getting to know 

the musicians and giving the story that might be told there a clear dramaturgical course. 

Marie König: Jelena, how did it actually come about that you had the idea to shoot in Croatia on the island of Krk? 

Jelena Galic: My father's family comes from Croatia. My father always spent his childhood vacations on the island of Krk, and 

later I did too. Then 2 years ago we were there with the quartet for an intensive rehearsal period, at the end of 

which Andreas took our artist photos. There we could already examine the light and the landscape and then we 

came back there a year later to shoot the film. 

Marie König: So things fell into place, initially there was this idea....Corona, Lockdown, what do you do there, then there was 

this reference to the island.  But anyway, I'd like to know now what the deeper intention was for you to shoot a 

music video. What attracted you to it? 

Bettina Kessler: The crucial thing for us was that we didn't have really good material to present ourselves on the Internet.  

With concert recordings, we always had the feeling that so much of the music was lost. We thought about what 

possibilities there are so that as much as possible comes across "live".  We didn't just want to film a concert and 

say: "This is now the new Internet reality", but saw artistic possibilities for the Internet in the medium of film. The 

idea of sunrise and sunset appealed to us a lot, because you can't experience something like that outside the 

cinema in 15 minutes. 

On the other hand, a work like the Große Fuge has the dimension to explore that artistically.  

Marie König: You mentioned briefly earlier that you recorded the whole thing in a professional recording studio before going to 

Croatia. I read a great quote from a musicologist who said: 

"To this work, as a string quartet, you have to find not only your own attitude, but your very own version".  

How did you find your own version? 



Alex Jussow: A work like the "Große Fuge" seems chaotic and perhaps dissonant at first. In any case, these are words that are 

often used to characterize the piece.  

There's one thematic entry, there's the next one, it's somehow a kind of detective work.  

You find a lead, you find something interesting..... In the end, we realized that the piece is not chaotic at all and 

actually not dissonant, it's just very complex and has a lot of leads. 

Over time, a structure formed that we hope you could hear now. 

Above all, the piece is very consistent, but not at all out-of-this-world complicated. 

Marie König: Is it also the case that one has the weight of many important string quartets on one's shoulders and must first free 

oneself from it? 

Alex Jussow: Absolutely! I'm probably not the only one who has seen the video of the Alban Berg Quartet hundreds of times. 

You can get some inspiration from it, but you definitely have to get rid of it. 

Andreas Kessler: I must admit that I also listened to it once. It's really like that, especially the beginning, when it then went into the 

cut, was very exhausting.  The volume alone, hearing the same passages over and over again...... That's why it was 

quite helpful to get more distance with another recording. The film is anything but objective. 

Marie König: There was the sound recording, then you traveled there and found this special place. How did you match the 

existing sound recording with the movements during the filming? 

Lilya Tymchyshyn: There was a big box that we had set up that played our recording for us. We then played in sync with it. But that 

was also difficult.  On two out of three days of shooting, it was insanely windy, so we could barely keep the bows 

on the strings. 

Marie König: It must have been very loud, too, and you probably had to turn the speaker up a lot, didn't you? 

Lilya Tymchyshyn: Fortunately, there weren't very many people around, just a lonely cabin with two nice German vacationers. 

Marie König: 

 

Can you describe what that did to your music making? Is that still real music making when you try to recreate your 

own interpretation. 

Lilya Tymchyshyn: It was definitely very strange to play with yourself. 

Marie König: What was that place, Jelena? Can you briefly tell us how you came to this particular place with this view? 

Jelena Galic: This is the favorite beach of my family and me in Stara Baska. We had thought with Andreas, where would be a 

good place, where no one "gets in the way". The island of Krk is the greenest of the Croatian islands, but in the 

very south it is quite karstic. 

Marie König: You've already mentioned that there were several days of recording, and the brilliant idea of the course of the day 

has to be represented somehow. How can you imagine that, how many recording sessions, how many hours at 

what times of day and night did you shoot? 

Jelena Galic: We had three days of shooting, and as Lilya already told us, the first day of shooting almost fell through because it 

was so windy. We got up at 2 a.m. on all days of shooting, went to makeup, and then were on set at 4 a.m.. 

Basically, we adapted to the weather on all days of shooting. 

Marie König: Yes, and while you were sounding the neighborhood, Andreas was on site with his team.  

Andreas, can you tell us briefly what your team looked like? 

Andreas Kessler: There was the cameraman, Leo Caspari, together with the 1st camera assistant, Samuel Lay, who pulled the focus. 

There was also a head lighting technician, Florian Kant. The plan was to shine something or take away light, but 

that wasn't possible at all because of the wind. Then we had a makeup artist, Mona Vaga, who styled hairstyles 

and makeup very early in the morning. Part of that, of course, was the question of the look. We wanted a very 

natural look, which became a challenge because of the wind.  

The general production management was my mother's responsibility, who supported us very well. 

In addition, Jelena's sister Johanna Galic and her cousin Katharina Jacob were there as script continuity, so to 

speak, going through the notes and always telling me what we had already shot and what we hadn't shot. You 

shoot passages in which I instruct the cameraman through interjections who I want to see now. That way I lose 

track of time, and it's important that a certain section also fits the right lighting mood. So that, for example, at 

sunrise, the right bar numbers are also played. That is actually the main difficulty. 

Marie König: That is, you had only one camera? 



Andreas Kessler: Exactly, the advantage is that you can then move around much more freely, but the disadvantage is of course that 

when the sun rises, there is extremely little time at that moment to film everyone. That's why we had to work 

very quickly in some cases. During the zenith, on the other hand, you had a lot of time to take the "shots."  

That means that later in the middle part you had maybe 50 parallel tracks to choose from and at the beginning 

and end only two or three. In the end, however, everything was just right. 

Marie König: Bettina, we've already heard that there were cousins, sisters and mothers involved. 

How did it come about that you as a quartet had such a familial framework in the production team? 

How did that develop? 

Bettina Kessler: From a very pragmatic point of view, it was of course also a financial question. It also has the great side effect that 

it's easier to communicate when you've known each other forever.  

If necessary, you can still call at midnight to clarify what needs to be done the next morning. Looking back, it was 

very pleasant to work together in this framework. 

Marie König: Yes, it certainly creates a very special atmosphere. Lilya, it's probably very special to be in such a special place 

with each other's relatives. What would you say it did to you as an ensemble? 

Lilya Tymchyshyn: We definitely grew together incredibly, both through the piece, which has such a dynamic, and through the whole 

project. 

Marie König: I can imagine that it's also quite different from "just" working towards a concert. 

Lilya Tymchyshyn: Definitely. 

Marie König: When you see this film and yourself playing there, how does that feel? 

Lilya Tymchyshyn: It feels strange, but also very beautiful. I don't think it's possible to look at it objectively.  

You always have an inner feeling about it as well. But I can say that I'm very proud of the fact that we did it 

despite all the difficulties that there were in the last few years. When I saw the film for the first time, I had a very 

emotional reaction. It's a nice feeling to think back a year and a half when we were developing the first ideas and 

now we can see the film in a cinema together with the audience. 

Marie König: I would now like to talk about the cut again: When you were rehearsing, did you already think about which cut 

could be at which point? Or where the camera definitely has to be on the 1st fiddle, because that's where the 

subject is? 

Alex Jussow: During rehearsals, we perhaps didn't have so many images in our heads, but when it was filmed, we suddenly had 

very precise ideas. Sometimes you thought, "Wait a minute, why are they filming her now, I'm the most important 

one. Then it's good when the directors insist that they know better. The result is such that we like it very much. 

We are not the experts on the world of images. 

Marie König: Then I would like to ask the director again: How did you go about editing?  

As I saw on your homepage, you've already made many music films, and once you also filmed a string string 

quartet. How do you go about it? 

Andreas Kessler: The basic idea for the "Great Fugue" was to film on the island of Krk. It was originally intended as a light study. 

That's why it wasn't a round trip through Croatia. For me, it was about the mood that connects with the music.  

During editing, there were passages that were scripted, where it was clear from the start that the camera would 

move toward the cello, for example, or the violin or the viola, and in what order. In this case, the music dictated 

that. Since the shooting conditions were extremely difficult due to the stony ground, this also influenced the way 

the various passages were shot. Accordingly, it was only the editing that defined the story between the individual 

voices, i.e. also the decision of when to go further, when to be close.   

It was always important to me not to focus too much on the location and nature.  

The closer I was to the musicians, the more interested I was in them as individual personalities. 

Marie König: Jelena, how did your relationship to the piece change after you saw the film? Would you say that just through the 

cuts, here's just someone listening and there's me up close to see, your relationship to the piece has changed? 

Jelena Galic: Yes, especially with such a work by Beethoven, you first look for the main voices.   

And through the cut, you then also experience what happens in the secondary voices.  

Whereby one can't really speak of secondary and main voices.  



In any case, it makes clear what happens in parallel in the individual voices. 

Marie König: Alex, would you say you also had a music-mediating approach with this video, that is, to make the piece 

understandable again in a different way, which maybe doesn't work if you just listen to it? 

Alex Jussow: I think the film definitely brings a new dimension to the piece, also through the editing. As Jelena said, you can 

hear the supporting voices, but when you see and hear them, the whole thing takes on a whole other plasticity. I 

really think it adds something to the piece. 

Marie König: Now I would like to ask my final question to Bettina. Many string quartets focus on CDs and on their concerts, 

understandably. You as a quartet are doing a terrific video with a director, you have your own festival that is 

about to start, you are doing a lot of interdisciplinary projects:  

What's behind that, or why is that important to you as an ensemble? 

Bettina Kessler: This is perhaps something that happened because there was nothing else. During the pandemic, all the concerts 

were cancelled and there was no pay for cancellations. In exchange, there were many more grants than before 

and we could suddenly think about what dreams we actually have. At the beginning it was not easy to develop 

different concepts for the applications. Then, with the festival, we had the idea for the mediation approach.  

With the "Great Fugue" we thought that the medium of film does not have this prejudice like classical music. We 

asked passers-by on the street what they thought of classical music or what actually kept them from going to a 

concert.  

Most of them said, "Oh, I had to learn the flute when I was a kid and I thought it was terrible," or, "My parents 

always said that's the good music and that's why I didn't want to listen to it." There are also a lot of intellectual 

barriers, like, "I don't understand it, can't do anything with it."  

But then when we told them about our festival project, they were suddenly quite open.  

The festival is about playing only one piece per evening.  

In the first part, we will introduce the piece to the audience through improvisation, ideas for participation and, to 

a certain extent, open rehearsal work. Perhaps they will say at the end that it is actually quite current timeless 

music.  In the second part, the concert will be heard in its entirety. 

Ultimately, it was also a gift that the Corona situation opened up all the creative fields that had not been seen 

before in everyday life, and that we were able to find suitable people for the realization. Finding a director who 

has a knack for classical music is very difficult. Most of them cut in such a way that it looks good first and 

foremost. But the fact that you have the feeling that you can understand the piece better and more easily 

afterwards, that was also a discovery for us. 

Marie König: Well, that was a whole new perspective. Then I would like to thank Alex Jussow, Jelena Galic, Lilya Tymchyshyn, 

Bettina Kessler and Andreas Kessler for the great film. 

 


