
Toscanini In and Of His Time 

There are so many things one can say about Arturo Toscanini’s musical ability and the 
results of his conducting methods, some of them negative but many of them positive, even bor-
dering on miraculous. That last statement will undoubtedly come as anathema to the thousands 
of people (and they do exist) who not only don’t like Toscanini’s music-making but find it un-
comfortably pressed, stiff, and (worst accusation of all) “unmusical.” Of course I will never con-
vince those listeners that what I, and millions (not thousands) of others hear is not only valid but 
exciting and stimulating. If there is one thing I’ve learned in my life—and I myself am an exam-
ple of this—it is that no two people in the world hear music the exact same way. Therefore, the 
features of Toscanini’s art that I personally find interesting, stimulating and influential on the 
modern style of conducting may not be those that you hear; or, if you do hear them, you probably 
hear them in a different way from me. But I will endeavor to explain myself as this brief book 
wends its way along. 

To begin with, it should be pointed out from the beginning that a great deal of the nega-
tive attitude towards Toscanini is based on class and, tied in with that, educational background. 
Unlike many of the conductors whom others like, Toscanini did not come from a well-heeled 
family or a branch of the aristocracy. He was a peasant. His father was a soldier in Garibaldi’s 
army. He had to rely on scholarships to acquire a musical education, and since there was no 
course in conducting when he was a student he specialized in playing the cello. He was, in fact, 
first cellist of the opera orchestra that played in Rio de Janeiro when the conductor was booed off 
the stand and the 19-year-old cellist was pressed into service to conduct a performance of Aida, 
which turned out to be a sensation. He also managed to find a spot in the La Scala opera orches-
tra in early 1887 just so he could rehearse Giuseppe Verdi’s new opera, Otello, under the com-
poser’s direction. He considered this an important learning experience as it allowed him the 
chance to observe first-hand how a composer, in this case the most important Italian opera com-
poser of his time, directed his own work.  

His conducting career thereafter got off to a sporadic start, but by the 1890s he was rapid-
ly becoming well known, at least within Italy, as the finest opera conductor of his generation. He 
conducted his first symphonic concert at Turin in 1896 in a program that included works by 
Schubert, Brahms, Tchaikovsky and Wagner—not an Italian composer in sight, not even Gi-
useppe Martucci, whom he greatly admired. So who were the instrumental conductors of his day 
who impressed him? 

Undoubtedly the most prominent, and most famous, was Hans von Bülow (1830-1894) 
who dominated the orchestral world of his time like the Colossus of Rhodes. Born of a noble 
family, he was exceptionally talented but apparently always had an acerbic personality and a 
loose tongue, which annoyed and alienated many of the musicians who worked for him. Yet his 
talent was so immense that he kept on going regardless; fired from his post at Zurich for these 
reasons, he became a pupil of Liszt, married his daughter Cosima, and kept on going as both a 
virtuoso pianist—he premiered the Liszt Piano Sonata in B minor in 1857—and conductor, being 
appointed Hofkappelmeister in Munich in 1864. Admired by Richard Wagner and virtually every 
conductor who came up after him, Bülow eventually became so mannered that even his most ar-
dent supporters began to abandon him. The situation was perhaps best summed up by the much 
younger Felix Weingartner (1863-1942) in his historic book, On Conducting: 

Bülow’s work had also its harmful features, for which the guilt lies both with himself 
and a number of his followers; and to expose these and attack them is as much a duty 



of sincerity as to acknowledge the gains with frank delight. In the first place, it can-
not be denied that even while he was leader of the Meiningen orchestra [1880-1885] 
there was often to be detected a pedagogic element in Bülow’s renderings. It was 
clearly seen that he wished to deal a blow on the one side at philistine, metronomic 
time-beating, on the other side to at a certain elegant off-handedness. Where a mod-
ification of tempo was necessary to get expressive phrasing, it happened that in order 
to make this modification quite clear to his hearers he exaggerated it; indeed, he fell 
into a quite new tempo that was a negation of the main one.1 

Already we see here, in the late 19th century—the very period in which Toscanini was 
coming to maturity as an artist—an aberration and exaggeration of elements of a score that point 
directly to such 20th-century practitioners of this style as Hermann Abendroth and one of Tosca-
nini’s nemeses, Wilhelm Furtwängler. Indeed, Weingartner’s descriptions of Bülow perfor-
mances of Beethoven’s Egmont and Coriolanus overtures could easily have been descriptions of 
Furtwängler performances: 

The Egmont overture was a case in point. Wagner tells us, à propos of this motive— 

 

 

 

—which, as he says, “is so drastic an epitome of terrific earnestness and placid self-
confidence,” and which, as a rule, “was tossed about like a withered leaf in the un-
controllable rush of the Allegro”—that he induced Bülow to play it in the true sense 
of the composer, modifying “ever so little” the hitherto passionate tempo,” so that 
the orchestra might have a proper chance to accentuate this dual theme, with its rapid 
fluctuation between great energy and thoughtful self-content.” All who have heard 
this overture under Bülow must agree with me that at the place in question he by no 
means made “ever so little” a modification, but leaped at once from the allegro into 
an andante grave, thereby destroying the uniform tempo that should be preserved in 
the allegro of the overture, as in general every piece of music that has a uniform 
tempo-mark at the beginning.2 

…It certainly belies the titanic character of the Coriolan Overture when, as usually 
happens, the chief theme and all that follows it are taken in a flying presto instead of 
an allegro con brio; but Bülow began it almost andante and then increased the tem-
po until the pause in the seventh bar, to begin again andante and accelerate the se-
quence in the same way…Bülow’s purpose as such was always clearly recognizable 
and also quite correct. It was as if he said to his audience, and more especially to the 
players: “This extremely significant passage in the overture must not be scrambled 
through thoughtlessly; the comfortable, easy-going minuet of the Eighth Symphony 
must not be given out in a way uncomfortable to the dignity of the work.” But in the 

                                                
1 Weingartner, Felix: On Conducting (translated by Ernest Newman), Dover Publications reprint, 1969, p. 10. 
2 Ibid, pp. 10-11. 



effort to be excessively clear he often went too far. His quondam hearers and admir-
ers will recollect that often when he had worked out a passage in an especially plastic 
form he turned round to the public, perhaps expecting to see some astonished faces, 
chiefly, however, to say, “See, that’s how it should be done!” But if the Venus or 
Melos, for instance, were suddenly to begin to speak, and to give us a lecture on the 
laws of her conformation, we should be a good deal sobered down. Art-works and 
art-performances exist only for the sake of themselves and their own beauty. If they 
pursue a “tendentious” aim, even though this should be  instructive in the best sense, 
the bloom goes off them…In an art-work, indeed, no one part is of less significance 
than another, and each detail has its full raison d’être, but only insofar as it is subor-
dinated to a homogenous conception of the essential nature of the whole work—a 
continuous conception that dominates all detail.3 

Except for the fact that Weingartner’s prose style is quite a bit more flowery than Tosca-
nini’s, the above statement on the integrity of an art work could very easily have come from the 
pen of the Italian conductor. This illustrates just how important an artistic force Weingartner was 
in his prime, and in some cases we are misled by the calm, well-proportioned yet lively record-
ings of his old age (1928-1940) when he was between 65 and 78 years old. Indeed, my investiga-
tion of Weingartner’s conducting style led me to his late acoustic and very early electrical re-
cordings of 1922-25, and believe me, he was a much more exciting and inventive conductor on 
those discs. Even in so “steady” a piece as the Beethoven Seventh Symphony, for instance, he 
made frequent small but noticeable modifications to the line of music, more often than not tigh-
tening rather than loosening the rhythm in a manner similar to yet somewhat different from the 
same techniques used by Albert Coates and Toscanini himself, and unlike Coates (who we will 
discuss in much detail a bit later), who sometimes blurred details in the headlong rush of his per-
formances, Weingartner consistently brought inner voices out and stressed clarity. Perhaps the 
most astonishing of all his recordings is his early electrical (1925) version of Berlioz’ Symphonie 
Fantastique, the first full recording of that work. Weingartner not only tightens up the tempo 
even more than Pierre Monteux did just a few years later, but emphasizes the inner “clockwork” 
of Berlioz’ peculiar orchestration with such clarity, that the performance has much more in 
common with Charles Munch’s exhilarating performances of the symphony than Colin Davis’. 

But in addition to the actual physical presence of Bülow in the late 19th century, Wein-
gartner hints that the master and inventor of the modern conductor was Richard Wagner. There is 
no evidence that Toscanini heard Wagner conduct in person, and apparently Weingartner never 
did either, only coming to the Bayreuth Festival after the composer’s death at the invitation of 
Cosima (whom he detested), yet in this same treatise on conducting Weingartner brings up sev-
eral points of interpretation—particularly of Beethoven’s music—that Wagner had either writtten 
down or passed on verbally. Of course, we cannot hear a single performance by Wagner any 
more than we can hear a performance by Bülow; but Weingartner’s detailed and colorful descrip-
tions of Bülow almost make it seem as if we have heard him, and his name was Furtwängler, 
whereas in Wagner’s case all of us must use our imaginations. Weingartner was apparently much 
impressed by his insistence that a great conductor must give at least some emphasis to certain 
motifs and passages in Beethoven symphoniees and overtures, but not exaggerate them, This is 
what we hear in his own recorded performances, and also what we hear in many (but not all) of 
Toscanini’s recorded performances of this music. The difference, as I infer from his early and 
late recordings, was that Weingartner sometimes took somewhat more liberties than Toscanini at 
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his most liberal, but both always looked at the score in the long view, emphasizing the music’s 
structure rather than laying into identifiable and exaggerated “moments.” 

I have spent so much time on Weingartner and his descriptions of Bülow for this very 
reason, that although we cannot hear Bülow we can hear Weingartner and thius can appreciate 
the wide differences in approach between them. Late-period Bülow’s chief follower was Felix 
Mottl, another conductor who never recorded, and Mottl’s prize pupils were Furtwängler and 
Abendroth. Yet even by the late 19th century, a more disciplined and linear approach to conduct-
ing was not only emerging but slowly becoming the mainstream. Weingartner was only one 
such, although a very influential one who worked his way up the ladder slowly but surely via his 
conscientous approach to music-making andhis hard work.  

One of the most elusive conductors of this period, because he didn’t record, yet also one 
of the most influential, was Fritz Steinbach (1855-1916). Older than both Weingartner and Tos-
canini, Steinbach became particularly identified with the works of Johannes Brahms, whose fa-
vorite conductor he was. In his first Toscanini biography, Harvey Sachs recalled one summer 
when Toscanini went to Munich to hear a Brahms concert given by the conductor, writing to a 
friend later, “I have enjoyed myself beyond words. Brahms is great—Steinbach is marvelous.”4 
Once in the late 1920s when Furtwängler was dressing down Toscanini for one of his Brahms 
performances, the Italian conductor mentioned an incident when Steinbach came to conduct a 
Brahms symphony with an orchestra that Toscanini had rehearsed, and he asked, “Who is your 
conductor? I have nothing to do, it has already been done.” Christopher Dyment, in his exhaus-
tive and excellent book Toscanini in Britain, spends several pages in a torturous appendix trying 
to align Toscanini’s Brahms performances with Steinbach’s, but the problem here is that Stein-
bach’s own conducting pupils had widely divergent styles. Fritz Busch conducted the symphonic 
repertoire in a brisk, headlong style, sort of like a hyper-Toscanini; Hans Knappertsbusch, who 
conducted Brahms with tremendous feeling even in old age, took a much slower approach to the 
music; while Karl Elmendorff, who left us no Brahms recordings but plenty of Wagner, was per-
haps closest to Toscanini in balancing brisk tempos with excellent orchestral control and passion. 
The bottom line is that we really don’t know what Steinbach’s performances sounded like, and 
the various written or oral descriptions of them seem to contradict each other in certain details. 

One older conductor whose work we can hear on records, and who was quite obviously 
an extremely talented and occasionally brilliant interpreter, was Karl Muck (1859-1940). Al-
though he strongly opposed Siegfried Wagner’s desire to bring Toscanini to n Bayreuth because 
he felt that no Italian could truly “understand” the great German master, their styles were re-
markably similar. Indeed, in all of Muck’s surviving recordings, particularly the extended chinks 
of Wagner’s Parsifal recorded electrically in 1927-28, one hears the same forward momentum, 
the same subtle but noticeable modifications of tempo, and a similar if not quite identical pen-
chant for bringing out inner voices. Muck’s recording of the last movement of the Tchaikovsky 
Fourth Symphony with the Boston Symphony Orchestra (1917), though made by the old acoustic 
process, is remarkable for the amount of orchestral clarity one hears on the record—as well as 
for the subtle modifications to the music, expert touches of rubato and rallentando that suggest 
to me several of Toscanini’s early recordings. Artur Schnabel, always fussy about the conductors 
he worked with, praised Muck as “a very great master, whose reliability, maturity and selfless 
dedication are not equaled by any living artist.”5 It’s really very sad that Muck positioned him-
self so strongly against Toscanini, but his existing recordings suggest that they were probably 
jealous of each other. 
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Oddly enough, jealousy didn’t enter into Toscanini’s unstinting admiration for the great 
Hungarian conductor Arthur Nikisch (1855-1922), long-time director of the Berlin Philharmonic 
Orchestra. Former Vienna Philharmonic bassoonist Hugo Burghauser, who remained a friend of 
Toscanini’s to his last days, recalled a time the conductor was reminiscing about various other 
conductors. He complained of their shortcomings, but said “there was one who was good: Ni-
kisch. And Ernst von Schuch in Dresden.”6 Von Schuch, who died in 1914, made no recordings, 
but Nikisch left us several, including those on which he accompanied lieder singer Elena Ger-
hardt at the piano. Although all of his recordings are acoustic, they are remarkable for their gen-
eral modernity of phrasing, attack and general musical approach.  

Artur Nikisch 
Edouard Colonne 
Alfred Hertz – first Met performance Lohengrin on November 28, 1902; last performance 

at the house, Der Rosenkavalier on 4/24/1915; Siegfried at the Harvard Stadium, Cambridge, 
MA on 6/4/1915. Aside from the Wagner canon, Hertz conducted Rosenkavalier, Fidelio, Die 
Zauberflöte, Le Nozze di Figaro, Der Freischütz, The Bartered Bride, Fra Diavolo Zar und 
Zimmermann, Die Königin von Saba,, the two Humperdinck operas (Hansel und Gretel and 
Königskinder) and several bombs that have since disappeared from the boards: Leo Blech’s com-
ic opera Versiegelt, Grieg’s Awakening of Woman, Walter Damrosch’s Cyrano, Horatio William 
Parker’s Mona, Ludwig Thuille’s Lobetanz, Ethel Smyth’s Der Wald (the only opera by a wom-
an composer to ever be performed at the Met, in 1903) and Frederick Converse’s The Pipe of 
Desire, the first American opera performed at the Met. I’m sure that a conductor of Hertz’ educa-
tion and experience wasn’t too thrilled with being saddled with the also-ran operas, but he was a 
good trouper and did his duty. By way of compensation, he etched a place for himself in history 
by conducting the very first performance of Wagner’s Parsifal given outside of Bayreuth, which 
made him persona non grata at the Wagner shrine. But Hertz was fully committed to the opera 
and gave numberous performances of it in his Met career.  

In 1913 Hertz made the first recordings with the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra, includ-
ing the Prelude to Parsifal. Oddly enough, he severed relations with the Met the same year Tos-
canini did, 1915, and for a similar reason, irreconcilable artistic differences that have remained 
undisclosed. There is a good chance that he, like Toscanini, was getting sick of the Met board 
nickel-and-diming the opera productions so they could have more ballerinas appearing to satisfy 
board president Otto Kahn’s lust for such eye candy—the reason Toscanini cited to B.H. Haggin 
in a later interview—but for whatever reason, Hertz walked out of the Met and straight into the 
welcoming arms of the San Francisco Symphony, where he conducted that orchestra until 1930. 
After retiring from the orchestra Hertz acted as principal guest conductor for the Houston Sym-
phony during the 1935-36 season, when it was without a music director, and his high level of 
professionalism rescued the orchestra from an artistic eclipse. 

Hertz’s San Francisco Symphony recordings display a curious conducting style in stan-
dard repertoire, lying somewhere between the rhetorical phrasing of the past (though not as ex-
aggerated as that of Furtwängler) and the more straightforward direction exemplified by Muck, 
Weingartner, Nikisch or early Stokowski. He is simply wonderful in the overture to Mendels-
sohn’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, in fact rivalling Toscanini’s recordings of the piece for el-
fin lightness and forward momentum, though even here, in 1927, we hear Victor fiddling around 
with the volume levels so that when the orchestra is supposed to drop from a forte to a pianissi-
mo, they crank up the volume so that the light string passages emerge louder than they should. I 
doubt that a conductor of Hertz’ taqste and experience would have actually done such a thing. 
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Oddly enough, one hears the attenuations of tempo more in such dance pieces as the excerpts 
from Coppélia and Gounod’s Funeral March of a Marionette, a wonderfully evocative perfor-
mance of the latter marred by the slow-downs of tempo in bars 4-8 of the principal theme. Was 
this something he might have heard Bülow do when he was a young man? Perhaps. On the other 
hand, his recording of Rimsky-Korsakoff’s Capriccio Espagnol with violinist Louis Persinger, 
pupil of Ysaÿe and teacher of Menuhin, as soloist, is simply wonderful, and it’s not surprising to 
hear him invest Fritz Kreisler’s Caprice Viennois and Liebeslied with the appropriate Viennese 
schmaltz. In toto, however, the Hertz recordings amply justify his reputation as one of the finer 
conductors of his era, and it’s a real shame that he didn’t record any complete symphonies. 

Albert Coates 
Richard Strauss 
Ernest Ansermet 
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