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SHORT SYNOPSIS

Famed Austrian conductor Otmar Suitner's affair with a much younger woman resulted in a divided life - he had two different families separated by the Berlin Wall. When Suitner's grown son rediscovers and reclaims his father's past - including rare footage of his performances - secrets are uncovered and startling new memories created.

FULL SYNOPSIS
Shortly after the Wall came down, the Austrian conductor Otmar Suitner ended his long-standing career at the State Opera in East Berlin. Parkinson syndrome was causing his hands to tremble. A conductor who had achieved world fame at Bayreuth could not control the baton. Music disappeared from his daily life. But the fall of the Wall brought something new: changes to his family life. For decades Suitner had two private lives, one with his wife in East Berlin, the other one with his mistress and their son, Igor, in the west of the divided city.

In A Father's Music Igor Heitzmann tells the story of a rapprochement: with his father, the distant conductor; with a vanished country, the German Democratic Republic; with the exceptional paths of his parents’ lives; and with music. He shows the great moments of Suitner's life as a musician, celebrated concerts and concert tours, but also common orchestra rehearsals or the work with students of the conductor's class at the University of Music in Vienna. Through the music recordings Igor Heitzmann's own, fragmented memories of his rare encounters with the father are tied together. He reconstructs the family story between East and West through interviews, archive footage, and original scenes. 

A Father's Music is the portrait of a man whose life was an incredible balancing act - between communism and the West, private life and career, wife and mistress - and, above all, he always lived for music. A film about a great conductor, told by his son who seeks out music in order to find his father. 

DIRECTOR'S STATEMENT

In making my film, A Father’s Music, I set out on a journey to get to know my father, the conductor Otmar Suitner.

When he turned 80 in 2002, I realized that our time together was running out. I knew if I wanted to get closer to him, I would have to film him. As a conductor, he needs music to express his feelings, as a filmmaker, I need a camera.

The challenge was to find a cinematic form that would be appropriate for the complex texture of our fragmented memories. The film’s three strands, the portrait of a musician, the story of a family, and the chronicle of contemporary history, needed to weave together in a sensual way, like the various themes of a symphony. Once the filming was under way, it became more and more clear that A Father's Music would also be the chronicle of a farewell between a father and his son.

It was my greatest wish to see my father conduct again. When I last saw him perform, I was too young to appreciate it. For me and for my film, my father agreed to return to his conductor’s stand one last time – and he was able to throw off the chains of old age for a short while. Through the film, a new powerful and permanent memory was created.

Igor Heitzmann, April 2007
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SHORT BIOGRAPHY OTMAR SUITNER (PROTAGONIST)
Otmar Suitner was born on May 16, 1922, in Innsbruck, Austria. He completed his music studies (piano, conducting) at the Mozarteum in Salzburg in 1942, and began his career as a pianist. After engagements as a conductor in Remscheid and Ludwigshafen-Mannheim, he became General Music Director of the Dresden State Opera in 1960. In 1964, he moved to the Berlin State Opera, where he remained the director until 1990. In addition, he was head of the conductor's class at the music university in Vienna, and gave guest performances with the Berlin State Orchestra around the world.

Otmar Suitner was guest conductor at the Bayreuth Wagner Festival (1964-1967), and of numerous orchestras, including the NHK Symphony Orchestra in Tokyo, the San Francisco Opera, the London Symphony Orchestra, and the Munich Philharmonic Orchestra. He collaborated with soloists such as David Oistrakh, Artur Rubinstein, Alfred Brendel, Emil Gilels and Radu Lupu. Suitner conducted countless opera performances, his main focus being Wagner, Strauss and Mozart. But he was equally eager to conduct world premieres of new operas from contemporary composers, such as Paul Dessau. In 1994, at the age of 72, Suitner conducted for the last time in Göteborg, before retiring for health reasons.

A FATHER'S MUSIC

A critical element in the making of A Father’s Music was the search in archives around the world for television, film, and audio recordings of Suitner’s concerts. Thanks to these recordings, many of which have not been available to the public for some time, I was able to trace my father’s professional path, and to observe his development over the decades. Many of the performances are live recordings, in contrast to his numerous studio recordings, which are available on CD. The following is a list of the most important film and audio recordings, in order of their appearance in the film:

Johannes Brahms: Symphony No. 1 in C minor, Op. 68, Staatskapelle Berlin (1985)

Maurice Ravel: La Valse (Poème choréographique for orchestra), Rundfunk-Sinfonieorchester Leipzig (´57)

W.A. Mozart: Symphony Nr. 39, in E flat major, KV 543, 2nd movement: Andante con moto, Staatskapelle Dresden (1976)

Max Reger: "Variationen und Fuge über ein Thema von Mozart", Staatskapelle Berlin (1965)

Richard Wagner: Tristan und Isolde, l'Orchestra Sinfonica di Torino della Rai (1984)

Johann Strauß: Die Fledermaus, overture, Staatskapelle Berlin (rehearsal, 1975)

W.A. Mozart: Così Fan Tutte, overture, Deutsche Staatsoper Berlin (1966)

Paul Dessau: "Symphonische Adaptationen des Quintetts Es-Dur, KV 614, von W.A. Mozart", 

DWV 346, Staatskapelle Berlin (1970)

W.A. Mozart: Concert for Violin and Orchestra No. 5 in A major, KV 219, David Oistrakh (violin), 

Staatskapelle Berlin (1966)

Giaocchino Rossini: Il barbiere di Siviglia, Deutsche Staatsoper Berlin (1971)

Ludwig van Beethoven: Symphony No. 3 in E flat major, Op. 55 „Eroica“, NHK Symphony Orchestra (1988)

Franz Schubert: Symphony in C major Op. posthum., Staatskapelle Berlin (1978)

Ludwig van Beethoven: Symphony No. 5, Op. 67, C minor, Staatskapelle Berlin (1982)

Suitner conducts the Staatskapelle Berlin in a concert especially for the film, following a nine-year absence from the podium. We hear excerpts of the following pieces:

W.A. Mozart: Symphony No 39, E flat major, KV 543, Staatskapelle Berlin

Josef Strauss: "Die Libelle", Polka Mazur, Op. 204, Staatskapelle Berlin.

Franz Schubert: "Ballett- & Zwischenaktmusik aus Rosamunde", D 797, Staatskapelle Berlin
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