
Toscanini I – Introduction  
 

The problem with most books I’ve read on Toscanini—the good ones by B.H. Haggin 
(The Toscanini Musicians Knew), Robert Charles Marsh (Toscanini and the Art of Conducting) 
and Harvey Sachs (Toscanini) and the one really bad one by Joseph Horowitz (Understanding 
Toscanini) is that, because of his pre-eminent position as one of the world’s greatest conductors 
for a period of at least 46 years (I date that from his coming to the Metropolitan Opera in 1908 
until his retirement in 1954), the general trend of these books seems always to consider him as 
some sort of “miracle man” outside the mainstream of musical life in his time. But at least until 
the 1930s, he wasn’t really thought of in those terms by the music world in general. Oh yes, he 
was greatly admired—those who managed to hear him conduct in person were almost uniformly 
smitten with his genius and his integrity—but he wasn’t considered the ne plus ultra of 
conducting until a few years before his retirement from the New York Philharmonic. The other 
misconception is that he was only thought a great conductor by Americans, or primarily by 
Americans. While it is true that America provided him with his greatest publicity push and 
cemented his reputation as “the world’s greatest conductor” in print, this was really only because 
Europe was so screwed up that none could zero in on that sort of image-building. After his break 
with Benito Mussolini and the Fascists in 1921, he lived an increasingly duplicitous existence in 
his home country, idolized by concert-goers and the media but vilified by his government, a 
situation so intolerable that when he finally saw an exit in 1929 he took it and ran. Likewise, 
Germany was taking him to its heart when the Nazis arrived in 1933 and put an end to his 
German activities. Ditto Austria until 1938. To a certain extent, then, the world was getting 
“smaller” during this period of Toscanini’s career, but it wasn’t for the better. It was a 
contraction caused by the filthy influence of Socialism, first in Italy, then Germany, then 
throughout most of Europe. This almost ensured that Great Britain and America would be the 
only safe havens he could find, particularly as he reached his early 70s and most permanent 
orchestras were loath to hire an aging conductor, no matter how brilliant, for a permanent post—
particularly an aging conductor with a reputation for ha ving a volatile temper and being a 
martinet. 

But the shutdown of Italy, Germany and Austria during those dark years also led to a 
different kind of fallout: by and large, other conductors whose work Toscanini admired or who 
admired him had little or no opportunity to perform outside their poisoned countries. Wilhelm 
Furtwängler, Fritz Busch and Clemens Krauss, for a time at least, were exceptions to this, but 
during the time of the socialist dominance of Europe many fine conductors, including Herbert 
von Karajan, were pretty much shut out of the international spotlight. Those few who managed 
to travel to, or even wanted to travel to, Nazi Germany or Fascist Italy may have been lucky 
enough to see and hear such later icons as Karajan, Karl Böhm, Hermann Scherchen, Piero 
Coppola, Victor de Sabata or Arthur Rother, but in the eyes of most Westerners their names were 
tainted because they played for their evil and corrupt governments. The same criteria also held 
for Furtwängler and Krauss, who went back to or remained in their countries throughout the war. 
We shall see, for instance, how Furtwängler’s overweening vanity, combined with an almost 
crippling insecurity, led to his being unable to break free of Nazi doninance despite several 
opportunities to do so, whereas the others had little or no chance. Those living outside 
continental Europe felt sorry for “good guys” like Pierre Monteux, Desirée Defauw or Tullio 
Serafin for being trapped inside their home countries during these dark years and held no 
animosity towards them, but few if any living outside the system knew how conductors like 
Scherchen, Charles Munch, Krauss or Hans Knappertsbusch fought the system from the inside 
because their stories were not publicized unyil after the fact. For the same reason, old Richard 



Strauss was exonerated of wrongdoing because outsiders saw him as an old man trapped in his 
home country, though the even older Felix Weingartner said to hell with the Nazis and came to 
live in London from 1935 onward. All of these men, in one way or another, were important 
players in the musical system of their time, and although their work was not always heard or 
appreciated outside their home countries at that time, Toscanini was well aware of them and 
listened to their work. 

This brings us to one of the most important aspects of Toscanini’s musical style, unique 
thought it may have been: it was not created in a vacuum. He heard all these and other 
conductors, many of them in person and some of them on radio or recordings, and picked up a lot 
of things from their work which he folded into his own. Yet I know of many Toscanini-lovers 
who completely deny this and think that he rejected nearly everything he heard others do, thus 
creating his own style out of the score and nothing but the score. It’s a great bedtime story, but it 
happens not to be true—any more than it is true, though spread throughout the last century as 
gospel, that Toscanini was a failed composer and thus turned this “failed” skill towards rewriting 
other composers’ music. Yes, he did a little rewriting and a lot of rescoring, but that wasn’t the 
reason. Although he didn’t write much and gave it up early, we shall see that Toscanini was 
actually a pretty interesting composer and an even more skilled orchestrator. 

While I reject the accusation of Horowitz and other detractors (such as Virgil Thomson 
and Arnold Schoenberg) that Toscanini was a hack conductor, a butcher of music and a generally 
insensitive craftsman for whom accuracy of technical execution was the only end result of his 
megalomaniacal tendencies, I do agree that decades of having his rear end kissed by composers, 
musicians and critics created a bit of a monster who believed that anything he did to and with a 
score was valid even when it was not. Much of this has been brought out in latter years by 
generally pro-Toscanini writers like Sachs and Mortimer Frank, and I am grateful for that, but 
none of them really get into the conductor’s “kitchen” and explain why he thought the things he 
did were valid. This, too, is in need of explanation. We also need to understand and believe in 
our hearts that, despite his genius, at least 20% of his performances—either due to musical 
concept or score retouching—are poorly conceived and invalid. Now, that still puts him far 
ahead of other conductors past and present, as I cannot think of anyone else with whom I agree 
80% of the time, but 20% is not an insignificant margin, and Toscanini apologists have yet to 
admit that when he was wrong-headed he was very wrong-headed. I will play spoiler here by 
giving you one very big example, and that is Beethoven’s Fidelio. No matter how you slice it, 
Toscanini’s approach to this opera was wrong-headed, and it was just as wrong-headed in 1936 
as it was in 1944. We’ll explore why it was wrong-headed in detail in a later chapter. 

So you see where this book is coming from, and how it will relate to Toscanini. But there 
is one other aspect of his conducting style that is also under-addressed, and that is, who and what 
did he influence in later generations? That, too, is under-reported, in some respects not even 
explored by most writers on classical music. Is it because they don’t know, or because they don’t 
care? Once again, I think (and this is solely my opinion) that it stems from this belief that in 
some bizarre way Toscanini was a self-contained genius, sui generis, non-repeatable. To some 
extent that is true, but not really. Artur Rodzinski, deeply impressed by Toscanini and a strong 
adherent of his sound, managed to carry the unusual discrete section sound of his orchestra into 
the stereo age (but just barely by a few years), yet it could be argued that although his musical 
style was different, Georg Solti’s “wall of sound” was an adaptation of the Toscanini 
sound…certainly, he admitted often that the Itlaian conductor had been a major influence on him 
as a young man. Riccardo Muti has also, in a more modest way, followed Toscanini’s precepts of 
approaching even familiar works afresh with each new performance and creating clarity of 



sound. So too has German conductor Michael Gielen throughout his long career, which alas 
came to an end due to his failing eyesight.  

I would not have bothered to write this book if I did not consider them important 
components of the Toscanini legend and valid reasons for our continuing to listen to him and 
honor him today. But then there is one other factor involved, perhaps the most immediate to 
those who approach Toscanini’s performances, and that is their peculiar sound. His mild but 
noticeable hearing problem, which precluded his detecting inner voices on his recordings unless 
they were so dryly miked that they sounded like bad acoustic records, led to the bulk of his 
output—the early New York Philharmonic recordings and nearly all of his NBC Symphony 
broadcasts and recordings—sounding so peculiar that to many people they are unlistenable, with 
hard, crunching climaxes that have no “decay” time, screeching strings and “garbage can” 
cymbals. At long last, measures were taken to correct this starting in the late 1990s, but to the 
howling objections of many Toscanini adherents that this “falsifies” his “true sound” (as if they 
were there when he recorded them and know what this “true sound” really was). This has been 
addressed in several books on Toscanini, but never to the extent that it will be given here. 
Let us, then, begin to delve into the musical mind and personal biases of one of the most 
fascinating and influential classical musicians of the 20th century and see where it leads us. 
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