
Conductors: 
 

At this point, we need to step back a bit from concentrating on Toscanini per se and dis-
cuss other conductors who came along in his wake, so to speak, and gained a great deal from the 
musical lessons he was giving to the world. With the exception of Pierre Monteux, who was born 
in 1874 (seven years after Toscanini) and developed a similar aesthetic independently of the Ital-
ian maestro, and Bruno Walter, two years Monteux’s junior, all of these conductors were born in 
or very close to the 1890s, and thus grew up in a world where Toscanini was already established 
as a major living presence. 

In many respects, Monteux—who despite being only a few years younger (born in 1875) 
greatly admired Toscanini—and Walter (one year younger than Monteux), who became a sup-
porter of Toscanini’s genius in the early 1920s, were polar opposites. Monteux’s performances 
were generally given at brisk tempi (at least until the early 1950s, when he began to slow down 
considerably) and obeyed the phraseology and dynamics markings of the score, but were gener-
ally genial, lacking in intensity. In short, he was a very solid musician and knew his oats, but in 
my view tended towards a sweeter and occasionally blander reading of the scores they shared in 
common. When I was much younger, I was very fond of Monteux’s 1949 recording of the Bee-
thoven Second Symphony with the San Francisco Symphony Orchestra, but once I heard the 
more powerful readings of Toscanini and others I realized what I had been missing. Walter, on 
the other hand, was a sort of combination Toscanini and Beecham: powerful and emotional in 
music and passages that tended towards drama, but relaxed and genial in passages that tended 
towards lyricism. Toscanini used to complain that “When Walter comes to something beautiful, 
he melts!”, but there was always mutual respect between them—so much so that the Italian con-
ductor allowed Walter to conduct the music of Gustav Mahler, a composer he intensely disliked, 
with his NBC Symphony Orchestra. Yes, Walter could be too soft at times, but when he needed 
to turn on the power, he was head and shoulders above Monteux. Yet both were excellent con-
ductors in their own right; Toscanini particularly admired Monteux’s conducting of Stravinsky’s 
Le sacre du printemps and Walter’s conducting of Mozart symphonies, which he considered bet-
ter than his own. 

Some of the other, younger conductors who emerged during this period were, in many re-
spects, quite interesting. Possibly influenced as much by Felix Weingartner and Richard Strauss 
as by Toscanini, they stuck to the letter of the score while trying to infuse the music with the 
same kind of intensity that he had. Primary among the Austrians were Erich Kleiber and Cle-
mens Krauss, the first of which greatly admired Toscanini and the latter of which detested him. 
Both gave powerful readings of the music of Beethoven, Brahms, Mozart and Strauss. Kleiber, 
however, tended to be much stricter in rhythm while Krauss infused his performances with more 
frequent but subtle rubato and just a touch of Viennese gemüchtlich which gave the music more 
color and variety. Indeed, all Krauss was lacking to be a Toscanini clone was that extra bit of 
emotional dynamism that the Italian possessed. Listening to his 1929 studio recordings of the 
Così fan Tutte overture and the Beethoven Second Symphony, one hears an almost astonishing 
replication of the earlier, more rubato-inflected style of Toscanini. Krauss also made a recording 
of Beethoven’s Missa Solemnis in 1940 that could almost be confused for one of Toscanini’s, but 
again lacking just that final amount of raw emotion in certain passages. According to Wikipedia, 
Krauss guest-conducted the New York Philharmonic-Symphony in 1929, and this is where his 
Toscanini-hatred may stem from. There’s a good chance that the New York critics liked him but 
said what I did, that he lacked just that final bit of passion that Toscanini possessed in such a 
high degree, and the rather dour Krauss took it personally and decided that he would be a life-
long foe of the Italian. 



Yet unlike Monteux (and even Bruno Walter, whose later Beethoven and Mahler record-
ings missed the intensity of his younger self), Krauss never slowed down, never lacked that dra-
matic flair that made him sound almost like Toscanini. In the early 1950s he recorded Strauss’ 
Don Juan in a performance that sounds remarkably like Toscanini’s as well as a Strauss work the 
Italian never performed, Also Sprach Zarathustra. Indeed, Krauss’ reading of the latter score is 
one of the fastest on record, coming very close to the legendary 1954 Chicago Symphony record-
ing conducted by Fritz Reiner. No modern conductor I’ve heard comes close to either of them, 
and Krauss’ 1947 live performance of Strauss’ Salome has every bit of Toscaninian intensity 
about it…the performance literally explodes in your ears. Also exceptional is the Krauss-
Wilhelm Backhaus recording of Beethoven’s “Emperor” concerto, a work that, strangely enough, 
Toscanini never conducted in a performance that was recorded. 

Two conductors born only three years apart, the Belgian Désiré Defauw (1885-1960) and 
the Hungarian Fritz Reiner (1888-1963), were also quite interesting, although Reiner is still re-
membered and admired while Defauw is virtually forgotten. Both conducted the Chicago Sym-
phony, but Defauw was run out of town by the vicious, musically illiterate critic Claudia Cassidy 
while Reiner was fêted and honored despite a churlish temper and personality that made Tosca-
nini look like Rebecca of Sunnybrook Farm. Yet in many respects, Defauw’s approach was simi-
lar to Reiner’s, except with a warmer sound profile and a bit of a Gallic accent. Toscanini liked 
him immensely and welcomed him several times to conduct his orchestra in its earlier years. As 
time went on, and especially in the stereo era after Toscanini was dead, Reiner came to be seen 
by RCA as their new “strong-profiled” conductor, but only in a few instances did his recorded 
performances some up to the same level. Among these were great, early stereo recordings (1954) 
of the Brahms First Piano Concerto with Arthur Rubinstein, Strauss’ Also Sprach Zarathustra 
(much finer than his 1960 remake and one of the most stunning recordings ever made), his late 
Beethoven Ninth (marred, unfortunately, by blowsy sound and so-so vocal soloists), Mus-
sorksky’s Pictures at an Exhibition (not quite as fine as Toscanini’s, but good nonetheless), plus 
his superb series of Bartók’s music. Defauw made a very good Beethoven Fifth Symphony, an 
outstanding recording of the Borodin Second, Respighi’s Gli Ucelli, Strauss’ Burleske, the 
Tchaikovsky Violin Concerto (with Erica Morini as soloist) and Franck’s Le Chasseur Maudit 
with the Chicago Symphony, a fine version of Mozart’s Violin Concerto No. 6 with Alfred Du-
bois as soloist and the Brussels Royal Conservatory Orchestra, all of which sound quite a bit like 
Toscanini in a mellow mood.  

Fritz Busch, the brother of Toscanini’s close friend Adolf, tried his best to emulate Tosca-
nini but sometimes drove his orchestras too hard. He was outstanding, however, in some of his 
Mozart performances at the Glyndebourne Festival—all except Die Zauberflöte which he took 
much too slowly. His early recordings of Mozart’s Don Giovanni and particularly Così fan Tutte 
rank among the finest ever made; indeed, his Così is still considered the best recording of the op-
era ever made in collectors’ circles. Yet he preferred conducting in Europe, particularly in Swe-
den after he walked out on Nazi Germany, and there he stayed—along with a return to Glynde-
bourne in 1950—until his early death. The musically outstanding but politically reprehensible 
Karl Böhm, an even more ardent and committed Nazi than Herbert von Karajan, tended to con-
duct Mozart too slowly, but his Beethoven and Strauss opera performances are still considered 
high on the list of most collectors’ choices for their taut readings and an almost uncanny sense of 
phrasing. 

Karajan was an interesting case because, even in his earliest years, he tried to combine the 
musical approaches of both Toscanini and Furtwängler, using a much richer, warmer orchestral 
sound than the first and alternating the phrasing of both. Surprisingly, he was generally outstand-
ing in the music of Verdi: his 1950s recording of Il Trovatore and his later stereo recordings of 



Otello and Falstaff easily give Toscanini a run for the money, so to speak, and little by little he 
moved closer and closer to Toscanini in his readings of the Beethoven Symphonies (his last 
cycle, made in the early 1980s, are generally superb, if not always as intense as Toscanini’s), yet 
his Wagner performances were slack and lacking tensile strength. In the late 1930s, when 
Furtwängler was going through one of his periods of being on the Nazis’ bad side, the Berlin 
critics were instructed to promote Karajan as the “new blood” that they were seeking. In 1954 he 
also made a radio studio recording of Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande with Elisabeth Schwarz-
kopf and Ernst Häfliger that many consider the finest ever put on disc, and in this work, as in 
Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor with Maria Callas from 1955, are often considered the most 
Toscanini-like of his non-Verdi recordings. 

But as we move closer towards the NBC years, we encounter even younger conductors 
who quite obviously modeled themselves on Toscanini. These were the Alsatian Charles Munch 
(1891-1970) who publicly declared that Toscanini inspired him to leave his viola chair in the 
Paris Symphony Orchestra to pick up the baton at the rather late age of 45; Hungarians George 
Szell (1897-1970), who became a living legend as the conductor of the Cleveland Orchestra; 
German-Jewish William (Hans Wilhelm) Steinberg (1899-1978), who readily admitted Toscani-
ni’s influence on him; the more genial Hungarian Eugene Ormandy (Jenö Blau) (1899-1985), 
who up to his dying day considered Toscanini the greatest of all conductors; Greek-born Dimitri 
Mitropoulos (1896-1960), who literally stunned Toscanini by his phenomenal memory because 
he could also conduct 12-tone music like Berg’s Wozzeck without a score (“How Mitropoulos 
can get that music in his head, I can’t imagine!” Toscanini once said); and the man who was 
closest to him in almost every respect, Artur Rodziński (1892-1958). 

Of this group, Szell and Munch were the most highly celebrated. Szell’s performances al-
ways had “backbone” to them, and he favored fast tempi. His one drawback was that, because he 
insisted on rehearsing pieces bar-by-bar, he sometimes lacked the flow of Toscanini. Among his 
best recordings are the five Beethoven Piano Concerti with Leon Fleisher as soloist. There’s a 
very interesting side to Szell that most people don’t know, in that he championed the music of 
African-American composer William Grant Still. In 1945, when guest-conducting the Boston 
Symphony Orchestra, Szell performed Still’s moving tone poem, In Memoriam of Colored Sol-
diers Who Died for Democracy, and this was not a one-off; he continued to conduct this work 
with the Cleveland Orchestra into the 1960s.  

Munch was a more interesting case. With the Gallic temperament, he was the opposite of 
Toscanini in that he didn’t like rehearsing very much or very often, which sometimes resulted in 
sloppy playing by his orchestras (his Boston Symphony recording of La Mer had so many splices 
in it that he could scarcely achieve any continuity of phrasing), but who, in a Defauw-like way, 
combined Toscanini’s intensity with a very Gallic orchestral sound. Blowsy wind and string 
playing, which in any other conductor would be a serious defect, was transformed by Munch into 
simply another way of phrasing Beethoven and Brahms; indeed, his recording of the Brahms 
Second Symphony is the best stereo version ever made, remarkably similar to Toscanini’s 1952 
recording. Yet although he took very brisk tempi, his Beethoven Ninth sounded nothing like 
Toscanini’s: the third movement, in particular, lacks the haunting, searching sound of most other 
conductors, emerging as warm and sunny. But there are so many outstanding Munch perfor-
mances and recordings extant, particularly of the music of Berlioz, that it would be unfair to cha-
racterize him as a really slovenly conductor. For many listeners, myself included, Munch’s stereo 
recordings represent an extension of the Toscanini aesthetic. 

Ormandy came in for a lot of criticism during his active career, largely because of his ten-
dency to relax the tension in several performances. Primary among these are his late recordings 
of Mahler’s Second Symphony—a beautiful performance that initially convinced me to love 



Mahler—and Holst’s The Planets, which critics like to compare unfavorably to that of Sir Adrian 
Boult. Yet no one, in my view, has left us better performances of the five Beethoven Piano Con-
certi (with Rudolf Serkin as soloist), and Ormandy also made outstanding recordings of Beetho-
ven’s Double Concerto (with Heifetz and Feuermann), Roy Harris’ Seventh Symphony, Lalo’s 
Symphonie Espagnole (with Isaac Stern), Walter Piston’s Fourth Symphony, William Schuman’s 
Sixth and Ninth Symphonies, and one of the very best recordings of highlights from Tchai-
kovsky’s Swan Lake. There is also an excellent live performance of the Brahms Violin Concerto 
with Bronislaw Huberman as soloist from 1945. His performance of Bluebeard’s Castle with 
Rosalind Elias and Jerome Hines is considered a classic, although in this performance he present 
the drama of the music while missing the sinister undercurrent of darkness in the score. Although 
he never conducted the NBC Symphony, Toscanini liked Ormandy very much.   

Yet it was Rodziński who, in my view, best understood and emulated the Toscanini aes-
thetic in his conducting, and because of this, I am going to spend much more time on him. Born 
in Split, then the capital of Dalmatia, in 1892, his family moved from there to Lwów, Poland, 
where Artur studied music. He later studied law in Vienna while simultaneously enrolling in the 
Academy of Music, where his teachers included Joseph Marx and Franz Schreker in composi-
tion, Franz Schalk in conducting, and Emil von Sauer and Jerzy Lemkow in piano. What’s inter-
esting about this is that Schalk, a pupil of Anton Bruckner, had about as different a conducting 
style from either Toscanini or Rodzinski as one could possibly imagine. Except for a brisk and 
surprisingly clean 1928 recording of Beethoven’s Sixth Symphony, Schalk’s surviving discs re-
veal heavy-handed phrasing, including fairly broad portamenti, and surprisingly sloppy playing 
from his forces. The opening bar of the Beethoven Fifth is so badly played that the opening note 
doesn’t even register on the mind; it is glossed over as if it were an accacciatura. His rhythms 
orchestral sound was also heavy and “boggy”-sounding. It’s hard to think of anything positive 
that Rodziński could have learned from him. 

After being hired by the Lwów Opera as chorus master, he made his conducting debut 
there in 1920 with a performance of Verdi’s Ernani. Within a year he had graduated to the War-
saw Opera and also conducted the Warsaw Philharmonic. While visiting Poland in 1925, Leo-
pold Stokowski was stunned by his abilities (“I have found that rare thing, a born conductor,” he 
declared), and so invited him to Philadelphia where, between 1925 and ’29, he acted as Sto-
kowski’s assistant, also conducting for the Philadelphia Grand Opera company and directing the 
opera and conducting departments at the Curtis Institute of Music. Even from the beginning, his 
programs were quite modern, including the America premiere of Shostakovich’s opera Lady 
Macbeth of Mtsensk. In 1933 he was made music director of the Cleveland Orchestra, a post he 
held until 1943, and immediately raised their level of playing to match the best in the United 
States. In 1934 and 1937 he conducted the New York Philharmonic, including a concert perfor-
mance of Strauss’ Elektra with the great soprano Rose Pauly in the latter year, which earned him 
unrestrained plaudits from both audience and critics. Deeply impressed by his work ethic and 
musical acumen, Toscanini recommended him to NBC to select musicians for the new orchestra 
and to train the orchestra. He did his job well, but ran afoul of the Cleveland Orchestra manage-
ment, since he took several of their first-chair musicians away from Cleveland to join the new 
orchestra. 

Rodziński is an interesting case because he is the only conductor in my experience who 
replicated one of Toscanini’s chief features, and that was an exceptional clarity and transparency 
of orchestral texture—though you wouldn’t know it from the very muddy transfers that circulate 
on both CD and YouTube. He also favored quick tempi, again like Toscanini, although he 
slowed down quite a bit during the 1950s (possibly due to his bad heart condition). The reasons 
he is not better known nowadays are that he was very stubborn about what repertoire he con-



ducted, which included a lot of modern works that audiences didn’t like, and that, unlike Tosca-
nini, he was just as surly in his private life as on the podium. This put him at odds with most or-
chestras’ boards of directors, particularly at the New York Philharmonic, where he spent only 
four years (though this was the most high-profile position he held), and the Chicago Symphony 
(where he spent only one year). He spent most of the 1950s in Europe, conducting orchestras in 
England and Italy, and was just re-starting his American career in 1958 when he suffered a fatal 
heart attack. He put himself on Toscanini’s bad side in 1938 when he conducted Scriabin’s Sym-
phony No. 3, “The Divine Poem,” with the NBC Symphony. Before the season, the NBC board 
told him that he couldn’t have the extra fifth trombone that the score called for; apparently not 
wanting to ruffle their feathers as long as Toscanini got what he wanted, he said OK, but when 
the Maestro attended his rehearsal and asked him why he didn’t have it, he lied and said that 
NBC had told him they couldn’t afford it—partially true, but not the whole story. Toscanini 
stormed down to Sarnoff’s office and read him the riot act, but when Sarnoff showed him the 
letter from Rodziński saying that he would make do with four trombones, Toscanini assumed 
that the Polish conductor was lying to him and shunned him. It hurt Rodziński deeply; he never 
quite got over it, although in later years Toscanini mellowed his stance a bit.  

These, along with the veteran Ernest Ansermet who also guest-conducted the NBC Sym-
phony for a few seasons, were the conductors that Toscanini admired most and who he made 
room for in “his” orchestra. He was far less pleased with NBC’s decision to make Leopold Sto-
kowski the music director at NBC in 1942-44, but that is another story to save for a future essay. 
 
 


