
Toscanini IV – La Scala and the Metropolitan Opera 
 

Trying to find a balance between what the verbal descriptions of Toscanini’s conducting 
during the period of roughly 1895-1915 say of him and what he actually did can be like trying to 
capture lightning in a bottle. Since he made no recordings before December 1920, and 
instrumental recordings at that, we cannot say with any real certainty what his conducting style 
was like during those years. We do know, from the complaints of Tito Ricordi, some of which 
reached Giuseppe Verdi’s ears, that Italian audiences hated much of what Toscanini was doing: 
conducting operas at the written tempos, not allowing most unwritten high notes (but not all, at 
least not then), refusing to encore well-loved arias and ensembles, and insisting in silence as long 
as the music was being played and sung. In short, he instituted the kind of audience decorum we 
come to expect today, although of course even now (particularly in Italy and America, not so 
much in England) we still have audiences interrupting the flow of an opera to inject their bravos 
and bravas when they should just let well enough alone. 

Ricordi complained to Verdi that Toscanini was ruining his operas, which led Verdi to 
ask Arrigo Boïto, whom he trusted, for an assessment. Boïto, as a friend and champion of the 
conductor, told Verdi that he was simply conducting the operas pretty much as he wrote them 
and not allowing excess high notes, repeats or breaks in the action. Verdi was pleased to hear 
this; it is well known that he detested slowly-paced performances of his operas and, worse yet, 
the interpolated high notes he did not write. At one point in the 19th century he even tried to 
force Ricordi, his publisher, to refuse the right of performance to any conductor or opera 
company who dared go against the written score. Ricordi refused; he wanted royalties, not 
enemies; but this goes to show how much the two men thought alike in this respect. 

Curiously, so too did Giacomo Puccini. Since the late 1950s we have come to think so 
much of Puccini as a sentimental composer whose music incorporated cheap, café-style melodies 
as arias and duets that performances of his works are almost invariably too slow and often too 
sugary and sentimental. Yet the composer himself used to attend rehearsals of his works and, 
when the tempo slowed for “effect,” would bark out, “Conductor! Please pick up the pace! My 
music is romantic enough the way it is without you adding extra sentiment to it!” Thus Toscanini 
quickly became his favorite conductor of his works. He was very pleased that Toscanini led the 
world premieres of La Bohème, Madama Butterfly and La Fanciulla del West, and thus put it in 
his will that only Toscanini was to premiere Turandot, which he did. Their one falling-out came 
over the 1919 La Scala production of Il Trittico; Toscanini didn’t like it and said so, giving the 
conductor’s duties over to one of his assistant, Ettore Panizza. Puccini was furious and for nearly 
two years complained that Toscanini was “fine for concerts, especially if he is conducting 
Debussy’s embroideries and cold and colorful things” but not for music “where the soul vibrates 
humanly,”1 but when the summer of 1921 rolled around he was back to praising the conductor: 

 
I firmly maintain that if the opera is not conducted by Toscanini I shall be damaged 
by it—not only materially (that is, in the performance) but morally. I know Milan 
(remember Butterfly)…Without Toscanini, the opera would be presented in an 
inferior light.2 
 
 Or later, when Toscanini conducted his Manon Lescaut: 

                                                
1 Paladini, Carlo: Giacomo Puccini (Valecchi, Florence 1961), p. 154. 
2 Puccini, Giacomo, Carteggi Pucciniani (Ricordi, 1958) pp. 509-10, also quoted in Sachs: Toscanini (Lippincott, 
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This evening Manon, a great Manon…I assure you that Toscanini is a real miracle of 
feeling, of refinement, of sensitivity, of balance. What a pleasure the rehearsals were 
for me. Never, never have I so enjoyed hearing my music.3 

 
Toscanini rarely revisited or conducted Puccini’s music once his La Scala days were over 

for good after 1929, but he made two notable exceptions: a complete performance of La Bohème 
to celebrate the 50th anniversary of the opera on February 3 and 10, 1946 at NBC, and Act III of 
Manon Lescaut during the “Reopening of La Scala Concert” of May 11, 1946. But were these 
performances representative of the way Toscanini conducted them pre-1920? Many critics say 
no, just as soprano Lucrezia Bori said in late 1946 that Toscanini’s performance of Verdi’s La 
Traviata was not the way he conducted it with her in Italy in 1913.  

The only indications we have of Toscanini’s pre-1920 operatic style are recordings made 
by singers who worked with him at the time they were singing those roles under his baton. Of 
course, singers are singers, and particularly in those days they tended to do things their way 
regardless of what the score said or the conductor wanted, and we know that when Toscanini 
came to the Metropolitan he soon had a mini-revolt on his hands when a bevy of the house’s 
leading singers—including Enrico Caruso, who was one of his protégés—signed a petition to 
manager Giulio Gatti-Casazza complaining of the intense rehearsal schedules he instituted and 
the fact that they weren’t able to “express” themselves properly. Gatti stood by Toscanini and 
they weathered that storm, but except for Caruso, Toscanini held grudges against most of the 
others who had signed that petition. Nevertheless, it was Salvatore Baccaloni, another one of the 
conductor’s protégés, who said in an interview on the NBC radio program Toscanini: The Man 
Behind the Legend in the 1960s that any singer who rehearsed and performed with Toscanini had 
the “mark” of nobility in their singing. What he meant was that the conductor’s strict attention to 
tempo and rhythm was so ingrained in his singers that they were almost incapable of singing 
those roles any other way for years afterward. The same impression was made on baritone 
Robert Merrill in 1946 when he was rehearsing La Traviata with Toscanini, who lightly tapped 
his head with a pencil to mark the rhythm of a certain passage. “Every time I sing that passage,” 
Merrill said 18 years after the fact, “I can still feel his pencil on my forehead.” Since this was 
also true of some of the singers Toscanini worked with in later life, such as Herva Nelli, 
Giuseppe Valdengo, Jan Peerce, Richard Tucker and even Renata Tebaldi, I make the claim that 
it was true of those he worked with earlier on.  

Thus we can hear, in the early (1902) Caruso recording of “Una furtiva lagrima” from 
L’Elisir d’Amore, more correct phrasing than in any of his subsequent recordings of the aria. 
Also in 1902, Caruso recorded his only version of “Celeste Aida” from Aida in which he took the 
final high note pp morendo as indicated in the score. I have used these as a projection to judge 
the recordings of Metropolitan Opera singers during the period in which they worked with him, 
particularly those who liked and respected him, i.e., sopranos Olive Fremstad, Johanna Gadski, 
Frieda Hempel and Frances Alda, contralto Louise Homer, tenor Leo Slezak and especially 
baritone Pasquale Amato, another of his “pet projects” who he coached and prodded into giving 
splendid performances during his Met years (and for a few years beyond). 

Toscanini’s involvement with these great singers—some willful and some compliant—
was probably both thrilling and exasperating for him. When the singers were musical themselves 
and amenable to his ideas, things worked out well, but when they fought him tooth and nail on 
every aria and phrase, you not only had sparks flying but walls put up between singer and 
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conductor. What is particularly ironic about this era is that it was a time, as Harvey Sachs has 
pointed out, when Toscanini was actually far more flexible in his tempos and phrasing than he 
later became. This may be seen in microcosm by examining the complaints against him by one 
of his mortal enemies, soprano Emma Eames, who announced her retirement by the end of his 
first season at the Met (1908-09) even before she worked with him. In here book, Some 
Memories and Reflections,4 Eames wrote the following: 

 
As an opera conductor he left much to be desired by comparison with such great 
ones as [Anton] Seidl and [Luigi] Mancinelli. He was charming and amiable, and 
rehearsed at the piano with me, taking all my shades and intentions. Once before the 
public, however, the opera was his and his alone. He had such a marvellous and 
exact memory that he could reproduce always what he had heard one do at any one 
particular rehearsal, and only that. 
 

Eames’ complaints here are two, though Sachs only saw one. Not only was she 
complaining that Toscanini should not have taken her “shades and intentions” at “one particular 
rehearsal, and only that” as a basis for how he conducted her, but also that once before the public 
“the opera was his and his alone.” Sachs rightly interpreted this to mean that the Toscanini of 
1908 didn’t require the soprano to “alter her way of singing a role: he was simply requiring her 
to have a way of singing it, to reproduce in a performance essentially what she had done at 
rehearsal.”5 But there’s another complaint implicit here, not stated outright by Eames, that her 
isolated moments of “expression,” her “shades and intentions,” were not permitted to be isolated 
moments in which the tempo stood still so she or others could show off their voices, but that 
Toscanini, with his incredible memory and long view of the score, incorporated these moments 
into a continuous musical line so that they did not stand out. This was exactly what Toscanini’s 
enemies at the Met complained of. They all felt that Toscanini’s great flaw as a conductor was 
that he conceived of an opera in the same terms as a symphony, with all parts fitting in somehow 
to produce a cohesive whole. It is regrettable but sad to realize that this concept has only taken 
hold since the 1970s, more than two decades after his death. We still have some anachronistic 
rebels today, but now they are the minority. Toscanini’s vision is now the majority view. 

Among Toscanini’s other challenges was his “feud” with Gustav Mahler, of which much 
has been made, mostly posthumously and all of it from Mahler admirers. This is particularly 
ironic because one of the reasons Toscanini accepted Gatti-Casazza’s offer at the Met was 
because Mahler was already there and he had great respect for the discipline he had instituted at 
the Vienna State Opera. As with his later “feud” with Wilhelm Furtwängler, the facts have 
somehow been garbled and/or lost in a sea of fiction. The fiction is that Toscanini took Tristan 
und Isolde away from Mahler, also that Mahler hated his interpretation of it and said so privately 
as well as publicly. The truth, however, is that although Toscanini did state his desire to conduct 
Tristan, he acquiesced to Mahler’s demand out of deference for his high reputation and his good 
work at Vienna. It is true that Toscanini was disappointed by Mahler’s interpretation, though he 
ascribed it to the fact that Mahler was already quite ill, but Toscanini never said these things 
publicly, and privately only after Mahler’s death. The fiction is that Mahler found Toscanini’s 
nuances in Tristan distressing. Mahler told his acolyte Bruno Walter that “he conducted it in a 
manner entirely different form ours but magnificent in its way.”6 
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It is, however, true that Toscanini, consistent in his working methods, demanded and 
received the lion’s share of rehearsal time, and several noted Metropolitan singers objected to 
that as much if not more than his “tyranny of the score.” It was, indeed, this particular issue that 
caused Eames, Marcella Sembrich, Geraldine Farrar, Antonio Scotti, Giuseppe Anselmi and 
Enrico Caruso to sign a petition in early 1909 demanding that former general director Andreas 
Dippel, whose contract was expiring after the hiring of Gatti-Casazza, be retained from the 
previous administration to (as Sachs put it) “help in the transition [emphasis mine] and to serve 
as Gatti’s co-manager.”7 Gatti didn’t need any help in transition, but since Dippel was also anti-
Toscanini this was a thinly veiled demand from these willful singers to have someone in their 
“corner” to save them from Toscanini’s “tyranny.” Dippel, by the way, was retained for another 
season and then dismissed. 

With that being said, Toscanini’s penchant of hogging much of the rehearsal time 
remained an issue among the other conductors—some of whom, like Alfred Hertz and Artur 
Bodanzky, he liked at the time—and was, to a large extent, the principal reason why he left the 
Met in a huff at the end of the 1914-15 season. But let us examine the recordings left by singers 
in roles and operas he conducted when he conducted them and see where they lead us. 

 
Verdi: Aida 
The opera of Toscanini’s debut remained one of his mainstays throughout his Met years, 

with several different sopranos singing the title role and both Caruso and Leo Slezak singing 
Radames. Slezak’s 1912 Columbia recording of “Celeste Aida” was made two years after he had 
sung five performances of the opera under Toscanini is gorgeously phrased, lacking some of the 
distended phrasing and breaks in the vocal line one heard in his later remakes of the aria. In fact, 
I would go so far as to say that this is Slezak’s finest performance of the aria, particularly in 
Italian (some of his later recordings are in German). His high note in the midst of the aria is 
perfectly placed, lacing the occasional “scooping” to high notes that Slezak later employed, and 
he phrases in an almost unbroken line from start to finish. There is, however, a slight speeding up 
of tempo in the latter part of the aria, a slight rubato on the phrase “Egerti in trono, vicino al 
sol,” and the final high B-flat is taken loudly, not pp morendo. Interestingly, Caruso’s own 1908 
recording of the same aria—his fourth attempt at it—is musically the cleanest as well, but taken 
at a somewhat slow tempo, as is the opening part of the Slezak recording. Does this mean that 
Toscanini conducted “Celeste Aida” slower in his early years than he did in 1949? Quite 
possibly, yes. 

Another interesting recording is Emmy Destinn’s 1912 Columbia recording of “Ritorna 
vincitor” from the same opera. Her phrasing differs in interesting ways from Johanna Gadski’s, 
whose Victor recording of the aria (February 1908) is almost identical to that of Dusolina 
Giannini from 1936, conducted by Toscanini himself. Two specific moments illustrate the 
individuality of this interpretation. One comes near the end: on the words “Numi, pieta” Gadski, 
like Giannini, sings a fairly broad portamento. This portamento is written; but where Giannini 
makes it sound natural, Gadski sounds uncomfortable, as if it were something she did because it 
was in the score but not really natural for her. Destinn, on the other hand, sings a very minimal 
portamento, much as Herva Nelli did in the April 1949 NBC telecast conducted by Toscanini. 
The other interesting moment comes in the very first bar, where Destinn sings the opening words 
with a slightly elongated beat on the second syllable of “ritorna” and the first syllable of 
“vincitor.” The score is not marked this way; Gadski sings it correctly; yet one could not accuse 
Destinn of doing this out of caprice or to emphasize the quality of her voice. I believe that this is 
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an interesting and quite personal artistic choice. Destinn obviously based this decision on the 
outcries of the chorus in the preceding passage, where the rhythm is dotted this way. 

In May 1910, Aida was performed in Paris as part of a mini-Met season, but the French 
audience was initially hostile because of their perception that Gatti and Toscanini snubbed 
French singers (though how good French singers who had not rehearsed under Toscanini might 
have sounded in Italian repertoire is anyone’s guess). The complaint stemmed from French 
contralto Marie Delna, who had filled in for Louise Homer in two performances of Orfeo the 
previous season but who has a serious rift with the conductor since. Here was one instance where 
the contralto saved the conductor! As Toscanini continued to conduct, Homer stepped forward to 
the footlights and, in here most booming voice, hurled her invectives meant for Aida at the 
audience. The April 1913 recording of the Act II duet “Fu la sorte…Alla pompa” has something 
of this same fire, particularly in the second half of the duet where Homer unexpectedly opens up 
and practically pins us to the wall. Imagine the orchestra playing with a crisper style and more 
intensity, and you’re right there at the Met listening to a Toscanini Aida.  

In addition to the liveliness of the interpretation, this duet recording is virtually flawless 
in execution and style, as are Gadski’s April 1912 recording of “O patria mia” (again abridged) 
and her 1913 recording of “Ciel, mio padre…Su, dunque” with Toscanini protégé Amato. Amato 
sang his first Amonasro with Toscanini on December 1, 1908, and quickly became one of the 
Maestro’s favorite singers. Originally an attorney, Amato began his singing career a little late but 
as a then-modern singer he rejected the rhythmically loose, technically imprecise style of the 
late-period “bel canto” stylists of his day. This was particularly ironic because his voice teacher 
was Beniamino Carelli, whose pupils included the stylistically loose bel canto tenor Fernando de 
Lucia, Amato didn’t need Toscanini to make him sing on the straight path, but there is no 
question that his association with the conductor helped intensity his expression. John Steane, in 
his famous book The Record of Singing, made the comment that Amato was one of the rare 
baritones of the era of whom one often shouts, “Great!” when hearing a record of his. I’m 
convinced that this greatness was amplified by his association with Toscanini. His interpretation 
of Amonasro’s music here is splendid in every respect. What a pity that Victor did not choose to 
bring Caruso into the studio and continue the act with “Pur ti riveggo.” 

We do, however, get Caruso’s Radames in two duets, “Già i sacerdoti” with Homer and 
the final “La fatal pietra…O terra addio” with Gadski. There are, as usual with him, a few 
musically questionable phrases broken by gulps for breath, and the occasional use of portamento, 
but this was conditioned as much by his unique form of voice production, which was very 
dynamic and used virtually his entire physiognomy, as it is by personal caprice. By and large, 
however, he toes the line. He has to, because if he didn’t Homer and Gadski would have sung 
him off the records. Yet even in his phrasing we catch much of the buoyant rhythmic lift that 
Toscanini gave to the music, eschewing the slightly slower tempos and somewhat more languid 
phrasing that Tullio Serafin brought to the music. 

 
Gluck: Orfeo ed Euridice 
In Orfeo ed Euridice, one of two Gluck operas that Toscanini conducted at the Met (the 

other was the still-underrated Armide, with Fremstad and Caruso), such problems do not exist 
because Gadski and Homer were the stars of this show. I find it extremely interesting to consider 
that he would use voices this large for Gluck, knowing (as I’m sure he did) that such cannon-
sized singers simply did not exist in Gluck’s time, but this was what he worked with. I think that 
one reason he did so was because Louise Homer, whom he adored as an artist, had long wanted 
to sing it—as early as 1903 she made piano-accompanied Victor recordings of “Che farò senza 
Euridice” and “Addio, i miei sospiri”—and was therefore delighted when Toscanini invited her 



to do so. According to Harvey Sachs, her score contained many of his blue-penciled instructions, 
agitato, con passione and so on. Yet he introduced many changes to the score, some of which 
were certainly within reason but several of which were not. 

Toscanini had his own solution to the problematic ending of Act I. He, like many other 
musicians, was not very happy with the music Gluck wrote for that scene (later recorded by Risë 
Stevens in 1957 under Pierre Monteux), but since he also did not like the bravura aria “Addio i 
miei sospiri” because it was from Gluck’s earlier, more Baroque period. His solution, which I 
personally think was wrong-headed, was to steal the Act I finale from Gluck’s later Alceste, 
“Divinite du Styx,” and sing it in Italian with a slight change of lyrics as “Fatal divinita.” He also 
omitted the overture, which he thought was weak, and imported a trio from Paride ed Elena and 
a chorus from Echo ed Narcisse. This would be considered blasphemous today but, in a rare 
move, Toscanini provided his own program notes for Metropolitan audiences, explaining that  

 
I have omitted the overture, because I want my audience to find itself immediately 
surrounded by the atmosphere of the work, without being detracted by the prelude, 
which I consider a musical anachronism. This prelude is doubtless by the composer, 
but of an earlier period, probably written for one of his former works, at a time when 
his great style had not yet fully developed. 
 
At the end of the first act I have substituted the well known aria from Gluck’s 
Alceste, “Divinités du Styx,” more appropriate to the situation, for the “aria di 
bravura” from Aristeo, which is generally given in Europe. This aria belongs to an 
entirely different school. 
 
In the last act I have introduced the trio Amore-Orfeo-Euridice, which originates 
from Paride ed Elena, the last opera Gluck composed. In this I have adopted a 
method which has been followed ever since the opera was first staged. I have also 
substituted the final chorus from Echo e Narciso for the “Trionfi Amore.” 
 
All these changes were advocated by Gevaert, the late director of the Conservatoire 
in Brussels, who devoted nearly all his life to musical researches, and more 
especially to Gluck. The version which I have adopted is based upon the one adopted 
by Gevaert in Brussels at the first performance there, in 1893. 
 
The orchestration used in the performance at the Metropolitan Opera House was 
copied from the original score in the library of the Conservatoire, in Brussels.8 

 
François-Auguste Gevaert (1928-1908) was a composer who was appointed Chef du 

Chant at the Paris Conservatoire in 1867, succeeding Jacques Fromenthal Halévy. In 1871 he 
was appointed Professor of Music at the Brussels Conservatory. Though a popular composer, he 
preferred being a teacher, historian, writer and lecturer. His many works include the well-known 
Treatise on Instrumentation, a book on harmony and a Vade Mecum for organists. His 
musicological research into the performance practices of Gluck’s time were then considered 
nonpareil and unquestioned since he had access to people who actually knew Gluck and 
remembered his modus operandi. 
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Despite all these changes, music critic Henry Krehbiel called Orfeo “the most interesting 
event of the operatic season thus far,” and a performance that was “reverential—more than 
reverential—it was loving.” Toscanini also had a hand in the stage direction, which he based on 
the stylized acting of Greek drama. The critics praised Homer and Gadski (there is an interesting 
photo by Lande of the production, showing Orfeo leading Euridice to safety) but criticized 
soprano Bella Alten, who sang Amor, of moving in an uncomfortably stiff manner. From this 
opera Homer’s recording of “Fatal divinita” is excellent—as I said, she was one of the singers he 
could most rely on to do the job right—as is her Act III duet with Euridice (Gadski), “Vien 
appega il tuo consorte.” The voices are somewhat too big for the music, but the style isn’t as bad 
as one might expect…Toscanini did have a handle on how Gluck should be presented. Homer is 
also quite fine in her big aria, “Che farò senza Euridice” in the February 1910 recording. The 
very Italianate, un-French reading of the duet displays a dramatic intensity that one rarely hears 
in this music, even today; but then, we never hear such large voices in this music today, either. 
Gadski and Homer made it work because in addition to size, their voices were also fluid and 
flexible. 

So we can attest that although Toscanini later used more appropriate, smaller voices for 
these roles (Nan Merriman as Orfeo and Edna Phillips, one of the light-voiced sopranos of Peter 
Wilhousky’s chorus, as Euridice), his musical conception remained relatively steady. What a 
shame, then, that he never performed this opera complete in his later years, but only Act II which 
is largely orchestra and chorus! Going further back in time, however, we can hear Toscanini’s 
own April 1929 recording of the “Dance of the Blessed Spirits,” take 1, which is different from 
the other two made the same day, each of which has a different sequence of dynamics and 
occasionally of phrasing, indicating just how much Toscanini tweaked his performances from 
moment to moment. To my ears, take 1 is closest to the score, yet even here Toscanini adds 
many little details. For instance the first grace note, and many after, are played as if they were 
written eighth notes. A poco ritardando is introduced in the last group of three eighth notes in 
bar five. In the group of notes at the ends of bars 12 and 13, the dynamics are reversed, the first 
being played mf and the second p instead of vice-versa. There is no diminuendo in bar 15, no 
crescendo in bar 21 where the flute plays piano instead. A decrescendo and ritard are introduced 
at the end of bar 23 and beginning of bar 24. The crescendo in bar 34 and decrescendo in bar 35 
are ignored.  

 
Verdi: Otello 
Otello was, of course, one of the operas nearest and dearest to Toscanini’s heart, 

particularly since he had taken part in the world premiere as a cellist in the orchestra, All 
Toscanini fans are familiar with the story of how Verdi, rehearsing the orchestra (though he did 
not conduct the world premiere), stopped the proceedings to scold the young cellist for playing 
too softly in one passage. “But Maestro,” Toscanini said, “that part is marked ppp.” “That’s 
true,” Verdi replied, “but I still want to hear it!” This was one of the key moments in Toscanini’s 
life. From that point on, he resolved to make all inner voices audible regardless of how softly 
they were marked. Critics complain that Verdi’s dictum does not apply to the music of all 
composers, particularly Debussy and Ravel, but the conductor always stuck to his guns on this. 

Toscanini conducted 28 performances of Otello between November 23, 1909 (in 
Philadelphia) and January 21, 1913 (Slezak’s last Met performance). It was the opera he 
performed most at the New York house, after Aida, and he was extremely fortunate in his casts. 
Antonio Scotti, now apparently reconciled to him, was his Iago in the early performances (there 
were 28 of them between 1909 and 1913), later replaced by baritone Pasquale Amato who 
became one of his protégés; New Zealand soprano Frances Alda was Desdemona in most 



performances, although from February to April 1911 Marie Rappold sang the role eight times. 
And of course, his Otello was the great Moravian tenor (described by New York critics as 
Czech) Leo Slezak. Slezak was one of the very few tenors of his time who was considered to be 
as great as Caruso, but although both tenors alternated Radames and Manrico at the New York 
house they didn’t cross repertoires very much. Slezak’s other roles included Tannhäuser, 
Alessandro Stradella, Tchaikovsky’s Queen of Spades, Walther in Meistersinger, Tamino in Die 
Zauberflöte and Lohengrin. Interestingly, Caruso envied Slezak to some degree without feeling 
jealous of him, and this was in his amazing ability to switch from rocketing, ringing high notes to 
the most amazing fil de voce, able to float his high range in an almost unbroken line. But Slezak 
was such a down-to-earth, fun-loving guy that he and the Neapolitan ended up hanging out 
together and getting loaded on wine.  

Onstage, however, Slezak was all business, and although his recordings of the time do 
not reveal a particularly insightful interpretation of Otello his stage acting was highly praised 
(the opposite of Caruso at this time), so he must have been doing something right. Yet it is the 
difference between the two baritones, moreso than the sopranos, which is more fascinating. 
Scotti, highly regarded as a great stage actor (though, again, this didn’t always come through on 
his records), apparently came around to Toscanini’s vision of operatic performance once he 
understood what he was all about. He had a dry, gray-sounding voice much like Victor Maurel, 
the original Iago. Amato, on the other hand, had a large, juicy-sounding baritone voice. 
Originally an attorney, Amato got a relatively late start to his career but was so liked and 
admired that he quickly rose to the top of his profession. Since his many recordings are 
unfailingly musical, it is obvious that he became a favorite of Toscanini’s.  

Amato’s two recordings of the Act 1 “Brindisi” are fascinating and show two divergent 
approaches to the music which Toscanini might have employed at one point or another. The 
earlier recording, made for the Italian Fonotipia company on June 17, 1909, omits one chorus 
because it was issued on a 10-inch disc. The second version, which is complete, dates from 
December 10, 1911 and was issued on a 12” Victor disc. Both recordings are unusual for their 
time and place because they use the two charcter tenors representing Cassio and Roderigo as 
well as a full chorus. This was far more unusual for Fonotipia than for Victor. Both recordings 
use a full orchestra as well. 

Yet what makes the Fonotipia performance so startling to the ear has nothing particularly 
to do with the number of forces used, but to the extraordinarily high quality of the conducting. 
This is no ordinary acoustic band blaring away indifferently while the singer in the foreground 
steals the show. The musicians are taut, technically precise, well-phrqased and attentive to 
dynamics and accents. Though the recording session took place in Milan and not in New York, 
and though the recording session predated the first Toscanini Met Otello by five months, I 
initially thought that Toscanini is indeed conducting this recording. There is just to much that is 
right, with not a hair out of place, to attribute it to chance or the goodwill of the Italian 
musicians—none of whom ever showed any goodwill, or good playing, on other discs. Yet it 
turns out that the conductor of this record (Fonotipia 92760, mx. 3948) was one Edoardo Vitale. 
It’s hard to fathom why a conductor this fine was not better known, but then again, Cesare 
Sodero, who studied with Martucci, spent the bulk of his career as a recording studio conductor 
for Edison records. 

The differences between the Fonotipia and Victor versions are four. First, the orchestra is 
tauter and more precise on the Fonotipia disc. Second, the complete aria is given on the Victor. 
Third, in the opening introduction and first chorus of the Victor, the tempo is a shade too relaxed, 
which is corrected when the second chorus comes around. And fourthly, though the Fonotipia 
performance is very exciting, on the Victor the singers, which include Angelo Bada and Pietro 



Audisio as Cassio and Roderigo, really act with their voices, inflecting the words almost in a 
parlando manner. They do not transgress very far away from the score, really, but they 
transgress far enough away that I am ambivalent as to how much this was allowed by Toscanini 
in performance. We are, to a point, handicapped during his NBC years by only having one 
performance by which to judge his effects…in the case of La Traviata we have two if you 
include the dress rehearsal. But who is to say that, in the course of a run of performances, 
Toscanini may not have allowed his singers some interpretive freedom as long as they didn’t 
distort the rhythm? Certainly, it’s something to consider, and if this was indeed the case this 
might explain how—or, more precisely, why—a singr such as Aureliano Pertile, considered 
Toscanini’s favorite tenor, deviated so far from the score in some of his recordings while 
supposedly toeing the line in live performance. But the tear-passion-to-tatters style of Pertile is 
several steps beyond what Bada and Audisio (as well as Amato) did in 1911. Judging from the 
large number of recordings he made before, during and after his association with Toscanini, 
Amato could not really be called a Trilby to his Svengli, as Giuseppe Valdengo and soprano 
Herva Nelli were during his NBC years, but as his recordings prove he fit into Toscanini’s mold 
like a hand in a glove. 

In the “Credo” I have foregone Amato’s performance in lieu of Scotti’s. The Neapolitan 
baritone presents a more sinister, less aurally likable Iago, and his performance is one of the 
finest ver recorded. For many years it was thought that we had but one snippet of Slezak’s Otello 
from this period, his 1910 Columbia version of “Ora e per sempre addio,” but in recent years two 
unpublished Edison recordings have come to light. The Act I love duet, “Già nella notte densa,” 
was recorded by Slezak and Rappold in London in 1911, the first part on a 12-inch Edison disc 
and the second half on a 10-incher; the latter has disappeared, but there is enough of the first part 
to reveal Slezak’s approach to the music, singing mostly in his sweet, floating voice with 
occasional loud outbursts, his phrasing exquisite. The 1910 Edison cylinder of “Niun mi tema” is 
not acted out  but merely sung very well, whereas his later recording in German has a great deal 
more nuance to it. But I still wish we had a Slezak recording of “Si, pel ciel” or “Dio, mi potevi 
scagliar.” 

Alda’s 1910 recording of the “Willow song” and “Ave Maria” is gorgeously phrased and 
sensitively sung, the latter being more effective than the former because of the uncomfortably 
pressed tempo—far faster than Toscanini conducted it in 1947. This was undoubtedly due to the 
effort to include the entire aria on one 12-inch side, whereas spreading it over two 10-inchers 
would have made more sense. One of the reasons I think that this is a Toscanini-inspired 
performance is the way Alda sings the “Willow Song” with so much fear in her voice. The only 
other versions on record that equal this are Nelli with Toscanini and an early stereo rcording by 
Elisabeth Schwarzkopf. 

 
Puccini: Madama Butterfly 
Although Toscanini conducted the world premiere of this opera with Rosina Storchio in 

the title role, and the revised version (which was much more successful) with Salomea 
Kruscelnicka as Butterfly, I don’t think that the surviving acoustic Victor recordings with 
Geraldine Farrar, who was Toscanini’s lover for several years while he was at the Met, Louise 
Homer, Enrico Caruso and Antonio Scotti show anything like a consistent musical concept. The 
issued recordings are as follows: “Amore un grillo” (3/14/1910), “Ancora un passo” (5/5/1916), 
“Ieri son salita” (10/2/1909), “O quanti occhi fisi” (3/10/1908), “Un bel di” (10/2/1909), “Ora a 
noi” (2/3/1908), “Sai cos’ ebbe cuore” (10/2/1909), “Tutti e fior” (2/2/1907), “Non ve l’avevo 
detto” (3/14/1910) and “Con onor muori” (10/2/1909), all reissued issued on an RCA Victrola 
LP, VIC-1600, titled The Met’s First Butterfly. Quite frankly, none of the singers except Farrar 



sound terribly interested in singing their music, and her performances are marred by numerous 
little rythmic errors, phrasing that only approximately matches the score at times. Even worse 
than the singers is the orchestra, which sounds so emotionally distant from the music that one 
couldn’t imagine Toscanini allowing them to play this way without a screaming match. And yet 
he conducted it 57 times, more than any Verdi opera during this same period! Interestingly, he 
alternated his cast between Farrar and Destinn, and Caruso was by no means the principal or 
only tenor to sing Pinkerton. More often than not, that role was sung by American Riccardo 
Martin, an excellent tenor. Caruso sang it with her 17 times to Martin’s 53 times, only twice 
under Toscanini. Giovanni Martinelli and Hermann Jadlowker sang it once with her, and Italian 
tenor Luca Botta sang the last two performances Toscanini conducted in January 1915. 

Other Farrar specialties conducted by Toscanini at the Met were Massenet’s Manon and 
Wolf-Ferrari’s Le Donne Curiose. The few Manon recordings, like the Butterfly excerpts, show 
no specific musical conception towards the music. 

 
Dukas: Ariane et Barbe-Bleue 
From my perspective, the most intriguing of Toscanini’s productions at the Met was his 

staging of Paul Dukas’ Ariane et Barbe-Bleue. Set to an impressionist play by Maurice 
Maeterlinck, who had already inspired Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande (which Toscanini also 
loved), the music has some of the same French impressionist character but is at times more 
white-hot than its cousin.  

The opera only had seven performances at the Met before it disappeared. Strangely, 
despite the high quality of the music, it has never been revived at the New York house, but then 
again, New York opera audiences don’t like impressionist French operas as a rule. Geraldine 
Farrar was the start of this show, too, but unlike Butterfly or Manon she failed to meet the 
histrionic demands of the role. Witness this review by Algernon St. John Brenon in the New York 
Telegraph after the premiere on March 29, 1911: 

 
Ariane, as the dramatist drew her, is alive with the verve of spiritual and womanly 
strength. She is unconscious of self, she is energetic, radiant, joyous and spontaneous 
in her defiances, lively, sweet, simple and altogether delicious. The poetry of this 
delightful character originates in her glowing and rapid willingness to serve, in her 
directness, and in her lucid simplicity of purpose. But alas! Miss Farrar was none of 
these things. She preached. She rhetoricized. She dominated and she lectured. She 
was the New Woman, overwhelmed by her newness and forgetting her womanliness. 
Where she derived some of the contortionate and therefore meaningless gestures in 
which she indulged no man could tell. Her conception of the role is in need of total 
revision.9 
 

But Farrar was Farrar: a willful, strong-headed opera diva who had no intention of 
revising her conception of the role, and Toscanini—by now her lover—apparently didn’t have 
the fortitude to make her do so. Thus there are no recordings of Farrar or any of the other cast 
members—Leon Rothier as Barbe-bleue, Florence Wickham (later Margarethe Matzenauer) as 
the Nurse, Jeanne Maubourg as Sélysette or Rosina van Dyck as Mélisande—from this opera. 
But we are very fortunate that Toscanini broadcast his own suite from the opera with the NBC 
Symphony almost 36 years later, on March 2, 1947. His performance of this music is a model of 

                                                
9 http://archives.metoperafamily.org/archives/frame.htm 



decorum and appropriate French style with the usual Toscanini clarity, and for once the sound 
quality is excellent. It can be accessed at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7P00ZGIl93c. 

 
Mussorgsky: Boris Godunov 
One of the great events of the 1912-13 Met season was the American premiere of 

Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov on March 19, 1913. The performance, given in Italian, starred 
Polish bass Adamo Didur in the title role, tenor Angelo Bada as Prince Shuisky, Paul Althouse as 
Grigory (the false Dimitry), Louise Homer as Marina, Andres de Segurola as Varlaam and 
German tenor Albert Reiss as the Simpleton. This was a production originally commissioned by 
Serge Diaghelev for the Théâtre Châtelet, Paris in 1908. Aleksandr Golovine designed most of 
the scenery, while Alexander Benois created the decor for the Polish Scene. The Inn Scene was 
added for the New York production, probably designed by James Fox.  

Didur made only one or two recordings of excerpts from Boris, but although the voice is 
impressive there doesn’t seem to be much of an interpretation—but of course, we’ve been 
spoiled by Feodor Chaliapin, Mark Riezen and Boris Christoff. The most detailed description of 
the premiere was given by critic Richard Aldrich in the New York Times: 

 
Mr. Didur, who, it may be said at once, gave a remarkably vivid and dramatically 
thrilling impersonation of the remorseful Czar, by far the most successful and 
distinguished achievement he has made in New York. 
 
The performance under Mr. Toscanini's direction had in every scene the impress of 
his master hand and the certainly of his touch. It was a superbly vigorous and at the 
same time finished performance of a score offering innumerable difficulties of an 
unaccustomed sort. Of Mr. Didur's intensely dramatic impersonation of Boris 
mention has already been made. One of the most interesting features of the 
performance was the appearance of Mr. Paul Althouse as the false Dimity-a young 
American tenor who made then his operatic début. He has a voice of unusual beauty 
of quality and a style of vocalism that brings it forth to the greatest advantage. Last 
evening he was in poor voice, and there was a question of his being able to appear, 
but he carried through the part successfully. 
 

With so little to go by, there doesn’t seem to be any way of gauging a Toscanini 
performance of Boris. But there is one surviving snippet, a performance of the Act III, Scene 2 
Introduction and Polonaise with the NBC Symphony Orchestra from April 4, 1943. This is a 
lively performance with an appropriately Russian sound, but the most interesting thing about it is 
that it is neither the original Mussorgsky orchestration, which is sparser in texture, nor exactly 
the Rimsky-Korsakov reorchestration which is what was supposedly performed at the Met in 
1913. Rather, Toscanini managed to tinker with the texture, as he so often did, to create a sort of 
leaner, more folk-like reading of Rimsky. I would imagine that he did the same thing in 1913. 

 
Verdi: Un Ballo in Maschera 
Un Ballo in Maschera, the Verdi opera dear to Toscanini’s heart because it was the first 

he ever saw or heard, was a project of his next-to-last season. By this time he had enough power 
to be able to select his own cast, and it was a strong one: Emmy Destinn as Amelia (Johanna 
Gadski replaced her for one performance in Atlanta, Georgia on April 30, 1914), Caruso as 
Riccardo, Amato as Renato, Frieda Hempel as Oscar, Maria Duchène as Ulrica and basses 
Andrés de Segurola and Leon Rothier as conspirators Sam and Tom. The surviving recordings 



are for the most part fascinating and show the strong hand of the Maestro on this music. This is 
particularly true in the case of Caruso; his 1911 recording of “Forse la soglia attinse…Ma se m’e 
forza perderti” shows OK phrasing but a use of portamento and fluctuating tempo, which 
Toscanini would surely have corrected, and the same is true of his recording of “Di tu se fedele,” 
but in the two ensembles, “La rivedrà nell’estasi” and “E scherzo od e follia” from 1914 his 
singing is exemplary, as is that of the others in the ensembles. Indeed, I have been able to match 
Toscanini’s 1954 “Posa in pace” to the Caruso recording of “La rivedrà” with no contradiction of 
style or phrasing. Amato’s “Alla vita che t’arride” is moving and Hempel’s “Volta la terrea” 
scintillating, similar in tempo and phrasing to Virginia Haskins in the 1954 Toscanini 
performance.  

Although Gadski only sang Ballo in the previous season without Toscanini, her recording 
of “Ecco l’orride campo” is outstanding in phrasing and dramatic feeling, but when you listen to 
Destinn’s “Morrò, ma prima in grazia,” despite its being a slow aria, you understand why 
Toscanini chose Destinn. She was just that much more wild and emotionally involved in the 
music than the German soprano, which makes us lament that there is no recording of “Teco io 
sto” with Caruso to enjoy. All we have left at this point is Amato’s “Eri tu,” an incisively sung 
performance from 1909. It’s just a shame that Victor didn’t think highly enough of this revival to 
record more from the opera than they did.  

 
Verdi: Il Trovatore 
Interestingly, Toscanini didn’t conduct Il Trovatore until the second half of his last 

season at the Met, a production given in March-April 1915. Hi cast included Destinn as Leonora, 
Margarethe Arndt-Ober—an unusual choice considering his good working relationship with 
Homer—as Azucena, Amato as Count di Luna and another of his protégés, tenor Giovanni 
Martinelli, as Manrico. Martinelli, then only 30, had made his Metropolitan Opera debut two 
years earlier to savage reviews; an article in an early incarnation of Opera News boldly asked if 
the New York house really needed such crude and inferior tenors as Martinelli, yet he went on to 
sing at the Met until 1946, a 33-year record that was not broken until Placido Domingo in 2001.  

Here we are more fortunate than in the case of Ballo, possibly because, for whatever 
reason, Ballo somehow never gained the traction of Verdi’s earlier opera, at least not at the Met. 
We can supplement the 1915-16 acoustic recordings with a few extra tracks featuring 
Martinelli’s Manrico from 1927-28 to gain a somewhat fair picture of Toscanini’s concept. 

Despite his longevity and legendary position, Martnelli’s voice ha never appealed to all 
listeners. The positive aspects of his voice was that it was very bright, consistently on pitch 
(James Joyce called him “the tuning fork among tenors”), very musical and exciting with ringing 
high notes (up to a high D-flat in his early years) and astounding phrasing. Martinelli could, and 
often did, sing entire phrases of music in one breath. He was also an extremely good stage actor, 
as one can judge from him Vitaphone shorts, something Caruso was not. The negative aspects of 
his voice were that it recorded as very nasal (fellow tenor Tom Burke once said to him, late in 
life, “Well, Giovanni, I see you’re still singing as you always did, like a nanny goat”) and his 
timbre had no depth to it whatsoever. Even when he sang in the lower register, it sounded tight 
and nasal with no “bottom” richness. Some people got used to it, as I did when young, and some 
never adapted to it. Dr. Louis Leslie, who was my friend when I was in my 20s, used to describe 
him as the “trumpet tenor” because his voice sounded just like a trumpet. Perhaps his best record, 
technically speaking, was the 1928 recording of the final scene from La Forza del Destino with 
Rosa Ponselle and Ezio Pinza. 

Interestingly, Victor never bothered to record anything with this case from Act I of this 
opera: no “Tacea la notte placida” by Destinn (a Gadski recording was made on April 4, 1912), 



no “Deserto sulla terra” (not even by Caruso!) and no final trio of this act, which was always a 
crowd-pleaser. We start then with Arndt-Ober’s “Stride la vampa.” Arndt-Ober, like Martinelli, 
also had a peculiarly bright, slightly nasal voice, but she also had a ringing top range and, more 
pleasingly, the proper technique tossing all 20 written trills in this aria…no small feat, as few 
others have been able to do so. Granted, some of her trills are a bit sketchy, but they are 
discernible and definitely more than just a flutter. But this is the only issued recording Arndt-
Ober made from this opera. There was no recording of “Mal reggendo,” and her recording of “Ai 
nostri monti” with Martinelli was destroyed and never re-recorded. Strange. 

Thus for the next scene, we have to jump forward 13 years and listen to “Mal reggendo” 
as sung by Martinelli and Louise Homer. This was my first recording of the duet, on the original 
Victor 78, and I absolutely loved it. Homer’s voice, which somehow always sounded a little gray 
and covered on acoustic records, really opens up here, though she is not as exciting in the role as 
Arndt-Ober. Martinelli is consistently thrilling, and the performance is clean and musical. 

The tenor’s big scene from Act III was recorded in a few bizarre pieces over the years. 
There are excellent recordings of the principal arias, “Ah si, ben mio” and “Di quella pira” by 
Martinelli from April 1915, yet although both are sung with great phrasing and feeling there are 
technical misgivings. Martinelli had no trill for the former aria and in the latter, for some strange 
reason sung down a half-tone (it only goes up to a B natural, when he clearly had a high C at the 
time), Martinelli smudges the shakes despite the fact that it is sung at a surprisingly moderate 
tempo. But in 1927, Victor made an exceedingly strange record with Martinelli, soprano Grace 
Anthony and the Metropolitan Opera Chorus. It starts with the passage “Quali d’armi fragor,” 
continues on with “Di qual tetra luce,” and plays the orchestral introduction to “Ah si, ben mio,” 
but then completely skips that aria(!) and goes into the introduction with Ruiz to “Di quella 
pira.” The latter is then sung in a frantic, rushed version, one verse only with the Met Opera 
Chorus, before rushing to a close. Record buyers who bought this thing with the idea of hearing 
Martinelli sing “Di quella pira” were, I am sure, confused and frustrated. But we can now use it 
to lead into both of the 1915 recordings, producing a pleasing performance and a good 
simulation of how the tenor probably sounded under Toscanini.  

In Destinn’s “D’amor sull’ali rosée” and the “Miserere” with Martinelli, the singing is 
absolutely thrilling, especially the latter, despite the almost comical-sounding chorus of perhaps 
six voices singing with them. Oddly, however, Martinelli throws an unwritten high note into the 
second chorus of this piece, something that I’m sure Toscanini would never have allowed. 
Although Gadski never sang Trovatore under Toscanini, Amato did, and their joint recording of 
“Mira, d;accerbe lagrime” is taken at exactly the tempo that Martinelli described decades later. 
We then return to 1928 for Martinelli and Homer’s lovely rendition of “Ai nostri monti.” 

 
Wagner: Tristan und Isolde 
We close with a most unusual recording and a singer who never performed at the Met. 

Elsa Alsen (1880-1976) was a famous Polish soprano who sang for a very long time; in 1930 she 
made a film appearance at M-G-M as Yegor’s mother in the Lawrence Tibbett film, The Rogue 
Song. On November 27, 1932 she took part in an all-Wagner concert that Toscanini gave with 
the New York Philharmonic—at the Metropolitan. It was the last time he ever performed there. 
Gatti-Casazza was not happy about it; it was the first, but not the last, time that Met management 
felt that Toscanini’s presence in New York was rubbing it in their faces; but Toscanini sold 
tickets, it was the Depression, and so we have a rare early sample of his Wagner at about the 
time he was conducting it in Germany and Austria.  

The tempos are broad but not quite as broad as his last orchestral version in 1952 with the 
NBC Symphony, but the tempo does not tell the whole story. His phrasing here is much more 



fluid and the emotional pull stronger. Although Alsen’s voice is somewhat wiry, it is nonetheless 
interesting to hear him conducting the “Liebestod” with a soprano. In this case, then, we are not 
using either the Met orchestra or a Met singer, but it’s the oldest sample we have of Toscanini’s 
Wagner and it was actually performed at the Met. 

Thus we close our survey of Toscanini’s tenure at the Metropolitan. As I said earlier, the 
recorded evidence is slim and not always conclusive, we must pick and choose our examples 
carefully, but if we do so we can get some impression, as if from faded photographs, of what 
Toscanini’s Met sounded like. In closing I should like to point out that there are other recordings 
by these same artists of music they sang at the Met at this time without Toscanini that are every 
bit as dramatic and relatively score-accurate as these, particularly the Frieda Hempel-Pasquale 
Amato recording of “Dite alla giovine…Imponete” from La Traviata (for some reason, 
Toscanini never conducted Traviata at the Met). This indicates how good these singers were and 
why Toscanini enjoyed working with them, but of course it also suggests that maybe they’d have 
sung these roles just this way without his guidance. Or would they? Perhaps the opposite is true. 
Perhaps those Italian conductors he hand-picked, who worked under him at the Met—long-
forgotten names such as Pietro Albanese and Franco Faccioni—were his disciples, and that his 
instructions and encouragement helped them shape their performances in a similar if not 
identical manner. We shall never know, but it’s fun to imagine. 
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